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In a small Southern town, the Civil War rages on

Confederate flag still can draw blood

GUTHRIE, Ky.


The last Confederate hero of Todd County lies beneath a headstone etched with an image of a pickup truck, a rebel flag flying from the toolbox in the back.

The man in the grave drove a pickup just like it. 

One bright winter day on U.S. Highway 41 south of town--out past the BP Oil station and the railroad tracks and Guthrie's black neighborhood, where the road straightens and unfurls past fields of wheat and grazing horses and grain bins--history caught up with Michael Westerman, 19, and his bright-red truck.

A carload of black teenagers, angered by the sight of the Confederate flag--and possibly by an ethnic slur Westerman was said to have uttered miles back at Janie's Market--raced alongside him as he drove south through tiny Sadlersville, Tenn. One of them, a 17-year-old from Chicago whose mother had sent him to live with relatives in Kentucky to keep him out of trouble, fired a .32-caliber bullet into Westerman's heart.

It was pure Southern tragedy, a defining moment that seemed to encapsulate decades of American racial strife down here where life purports to be gentle.

Now, as the pear tree in the middle of the cemetery blooms for the sixth time since Westerman's death, the memory of what happened out on U.S. 41 flares anew for those closest to the shooting. The controversy surrounding the Confederate battle flag on South Carolina's Statehouse and elsewhere has stirred old pain and a rueful awareness of the volatile emotions that can swirl around the flag--and the curious hold it still has on the South.

"That brings it back all over again every time I watch it on the news," said Freddie Morrow, 22, the triggerman in Westerman's shooting who is serving a life sentence for murder that will keep in him in prison at least until he is 45.

Perhaps not since the Civil War has the Confederate flag flown at the center of so much fevered conflict. Across the country this winter, battle lines have been drawn between those who see it as a symbol of their heritage and those who think it represents racism.

The debate, which threatens to become a hot issue in the presidential campaign, has simmered close to the boiling point on the front steps of state Capitols in South Carolina and Alabama and reignited a long-running feud over Mississippi's state flag, which has in one corner a miniature version of the Stars and Bars.

But before the battle in South Carolina, there was Guthrie--a town of 1,500 where half the four-man police force can be found drinking coffee in Junior Johnson's grocery. Having endured the most shocking and violent modern-day clash over the rebel flag--a high-speed collision of male egos in the reddening late-afternoon light along a lonely highway on Jan. 14, 1995--this place serves as a lens for viewing and understanding today's Dixie, which is as much a state of mind as it is a region of the country.

Todd County--birthplace of Jefferson Davis, who was the president of the Confederacy, and Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Robert Penn Warren, an unregenerate Southerner who would become the nation's poet laureate--is a microcosm of the old traditions and torments that still shape much of the rural South. In Guthrie, where everybody knows everybody else and no one is shy about shouting a greeting across Ewing Street, the only silence is that which exists between blacks and whites at the lunch counter in the American Cafe.

The heartbreak of Westerman's shooting, as raw as the day it happened for those close to it, lingers. "It still (doesn't) seem real," said his mother, JoAnn Westerman, with tears in her eyes and a Confederate flag fluttering over her house. "I still cannot honest to God get it through my head that something like that happened here."

But if there were any lessons to be learned, they seem to have been lost, said Morrow's mother, Cynthia Batie.

"That flag has got to come down," Batie said of the rebel banner flying above public places such as South Carolina's statehouse. "It's just not good manners. It's like fighting words.

"But you don't pay any attention until something happens like this."

In vastly different houses worlds apart, Westerman and Batie raised sons who turned out to have more in common than either mother might care to contemplate. Michael Westerman and Freddie Morrow were known as show-offs. Both had tattoos: Morrow's a Gangster Disciple model, Westerman's showing the Confederate flag.

Both were introduced to that flag by the TV show "The Dukes of Hazzard."

And both had guns.

"I think about it a lot," Morrow said of the shooting. "I wish I could change it. But then, I can't. It's just something that happened. I was young and I didn't know no better."

In the end perhaps the most haunting similarity between the Morrow and Westerman families is this: Westerman's twin babies were five weeks old when he was shot. And Morrow lost his father on a lonely country backroad just a few days after being born. It's why his mother moved away from Bremerton, Wash., when Freddie was young. She couldn't stand seeing those skid marks every day on the road home from work at the shipyard.

Now Batie sits in a little, brown house in the Chicago suburb of Riverdale, lamenting her fateful decision to send Morrow to Kentucky. Who could have foreseen anything like this?

"I do know it's the South," she said. "But I didn't know it was the Old South."

In the Todd County town of Fairview, a few miles up the road from Guthrie, a 351-foot-high memorial to Davis rises from adjacent parkland and towers over the rural countryside.

The obelisk, modeled after the Washington Monument but situated in a state park surrounded by farmland, is so tall it interferes with television and cell-phone reception in the area and regularly fries VCRs in park superintendent Mark Doss' house with the lightning it brings down on the park during thunderstorms.

Visible miles away from the new U.S. 68/80 bypass, it's the fourth-tallest monument in the U.S. and the tallest concrete obelisk in the world. The 83-year-old memorial, framed by scaffolding, is closed indefinitely for a somewhat controversial $2 million restoration funded by the Kentucky state government.

"I don't embrace Jefferson Davis or anything else the Confederacy symbolizes," said state Rep. Gerald Neal, an African-American legislator from Louisville. "But I do recognize it is a part of the history of this country."

Each summer, on Davis' birthday, blacks and whites gather at the park for a long day of music, barbecue and Civil War battle re-enactments highlighted by the coronation of a new Miss Confederacy.

"The girls dress up and the boys dress up as soldiers," said Margaret Massie, who lives with her sister, Mary, in a house near the monument.

"And they have war," Margaret Massie said.

"And a beauty pageant," Mary Massie said.

Late on a winter afternoon, the monument's shadow runs on for hundreds of feet, falling across parkland, the dormant stubble of a canola field, the back lot of a church and an ill-tempered German shepherd before ending in the back yard of a white-frame house. There it points right at the door of Feda Bass.

Bass, who used to run the elevator in the Davis monument, is a cousin of 25-year-old Hannah Rose Westerman. Westerman's twin babies were only weeks old when their father was buried in a grave with a Sons of Confederate Veterans marker just like the one found near the headstones of Civil War veterans and casualties.

"They have millions of questions," Hannah Westerman said of the children.

So do others. Westerman's shooting pitted onetime schoolmates and friends against one another in a clash over something most people in Todd County once viewed as innocuous: the mascot and symbol of Todd County Central High School, whose teams are called the Rebels.

"I don't think anything of it," said Lolitta Warfield, a black Guthrie resident and graduate of Todd Central, of the Confederate flag. "We used to have it painted on the school floor."

Warfield's cousin, Damien Darden, felt differently.

Darden, who was 17 at the time of the shooting, was one of the black teenagers who chased down Westerman's truck. Like all the others, he said he did not know who was inside the pickup because its windows were tinted. Darden and Westerman were boyhood friends and playmates, JoAnn Westerman said. More than once Darden had been welcomed into the Westerman's house.

Morrow's history in Guthrie was much shorter. His mother, frustrated to tears watching her son sink into a world of gangs and guns in suburban Chicago, had sent him South to live with aunts and uncles in Guthrie.

"I was afraid next time he was going to disappear and they were going to come tell me to identify his body," Batie said.

At first Morrow delighted in the differences between Chicago and Todd County. "To me, it was straight country, it was like going to Disney World or something," he said.

But trouble soon found him in Guthrie.

After running into trouble with some youths in nearby Clarksville, Tenn., Morrow bought a gun.

In early January 1995, he was expelled from school for fighting.

On a January afternoon in 1995, Morrow went with friends to Janie's Market on the south end of Guthrie to buy chewing gum and rolling papers for marijuana, he said in a prison interview.

Upon seeing how crowded the store was, he changed his mind.

Then he saw Westerman's pickup truck at the gas pump.

Accounts vary as to what happened next. Morrow said he became angry when he saw the flag. Then he saw someone in the truck stick a hand out the back window and wave the flag. He thought he heard a racial slur.

Whoever it was in the pickup, Morrow wanted to fight them, he decided. He suggested to his friends that they follow the truck as it pulled out of the parking lot at Janie's and turned left onto U.S. 41.

Several miles down the road, Hannah Westerman noticed that two carloads of black teenagers had fallen in behind her husband's truck and were closing fast.

"Kick it," she told Michael Westerman.

Boasting that he was armed, and egged on by his friends, Morrow brought out a .32-caliber handgun.

The road straightened out.

The truck and both cars reached 85 m.p.h.

Veering into the northbound lanes, the car with Morrow in it pulled even with the pickup.

What happened next, Morrow said, happened because of "peer pressure."

"Shoot, shoot," he recalled his friends saying.

In the back seat on the driver's side, Morrow stuck his left hand out the window and fired several shots into the air.

Then, with further encouragement from his friends, he fired a wild shot across the back seat and out the open window on the other side of the car.

"Oh my God, they shot me," Westerman said, reaching around between his back and the seat of the truck.

Boxed in now by the two cars pursuing them, Hannah Westerman clambered over her mortally wounded husband, took the wheel of the truck and yanked it around in a gravel-crunching U-turn to escape their tormentors and get her husband to the hospital in Clarksville, where he died the next day.

Morrow, who was arrested the day after the shooting, swears that he did not intend to shoot Westerman, and didn't know that he had until he saw it on the evening news.

Tumultuous days followed, days that tested the very fabric of the town and threatened to boil over into chaos. Westerman's shooting attracted more than a few outsiders, as Police Officer Junior Johnson calls them--folks looking to stir up trouble in Todd County.

"I honestly believe Guthrie could have been wiped off the map," said the dead man's father, David Westerman. "There were a lot of mad people."

Westerman said he repeatedly declined offers of help from the Ku Klux Klan.

The Klan burned a cross on the front lawn of Morrow's aunt. Batie, down from Chicago to be with her son, received a death threat.

After the shooting, painted images of the Confederate flag were removed from the school's gym and trophy case, but there were those who fought vehemently against change at the school and elsewhere and those who simply didn't care--including many blacks.

"I really don't understand why so many people were upset about it when it's been that way for so very long," said Gene Jefferson, a black member of the City Council in the county seat of Elkton.

Everything changed with Westerman's death. The tension between blacks and whites became palpable, climaxing with a fiery confrontation between Hannah Westerman and Cynthia Batie inside a Springfield, Tenn., courthouse.

The three-day trial was an emotional affair. Blacks sat in one section, whites in another.

"Nobody won, you know what I'm saying?" Hannah Westerman said.

It's a quote that could serve as an epitaph in this part of the country, where the graves of Confederate and Union soldiers dot the countryside.

"I think for a lot of people, identifying with the Confederate flag is identifying with a lost cause against a national power," said Ted Ownby, an associate professor of history and Southern studies at the University of Mississippi. "It's identifying yourself as being against the federal government, taxes, overregulation, whatever."

But, almost invariably, racial issues are at the core, Ownby said. "If one chooses to listen to these people, they'll always say this isn't about race or racism. But, heck, it's pretty close."

In Alabama this month, a group that wants the South to secede from the Union staged a Confederate flag-waving rally the day before President Clinton was to lead marchers across a Selma bridge to mark the 35th anniversary of "Bloody Sunday"--the late-winter day in 1965 when the march on Selma turned violent.

In Guthrie and elsewhere some people cling to the memory of what happened out on U.S. 41 for all the wrong reasons, exploiting the tragedy for racist purposes, Boone said. But mostly Guthrie has moved on, Mayor Scott Marshall said.

Whites and blacks aren't any better or worse toward one another in Todd County than anywhere else, David Westerman said.

"Yes, there's an undercurrent all the while. There always has been and there always will be. But you live with each other," he said.

Westerman, a soft-spoken and thoughtful man with an incongruous living room full of mounted deer heads and delicate knick-knacks, has flown the Confederate flag on a pole beside the driveway of his house ever since his son's death.

"I want it on the pole for Michael," JoAnn Westerman said, her eyes red and wet.

