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By STEVE FORD, Staff Writer
To live in the South is sooner or later to grasp the truth that Faulkner captured so adroitly: The past is not dead, and in fact it isn't even past. Even as time plunges onward, we're immersed in history, the events and forces that have made us what we are.

How else to fully appreciate the recent arrest on murder charges of a man said to have been the ringleader in the 1964 slaying of civil rights workers Michael Schwerner, Andrew Goodman and James Chaney in Faulkner's own Mississippi? With that arrest, of 79-year-old preacher and former Ku Kluxer Edgar Ray Killen, the state for the first time finally moved to hold somebody accountable for crimes that became a symbol of that era's racial turmoil.

The retired editor of the weekly paper there in Neshoba County, Stanley Dearman, might have had Faulkner in the back of his mind when he told the Associated Press, "The case is just as current now as it was the night the murders were committed, legally and morally."

If anything's certain, it's that no one did the killing singlehandedly. Yet in all the intervening years, despite several successful federal prosecutions for civil rights violations (Killen's ended in a hung jury), no one had been required by the State of Mississippi to answer the kind of charges that usually follow when three people are bush-whacked, beaten, shot and shoved in a hole. You have to hand it to those citizens in the best sense of the word who decided that they wouldn't, couldn't, continue to tolerate this stain on their honor.

[seems we should ask why Ford chooses to connect bringing to trial a racial murderer from 40 years ago, the issue of the Bell Award, and the legacy of Josephus Daniels, the "past" editor of Ford's own newspaper--Y]
And what about that little stain, or so it's been perceived by some, that the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has lately sought to remove? A decision by Chancellor James Moeser means the university no longer will recognize outstanding accomplishments by women on the campus with an award named for Cornelia Phillips Spencer.

Her offense -- ancient history, obviously not -- was to have been too conspicuous in aligning herself with the white supremacist mindset in the years following the Civil War. So her tolling of a campus bell to herald the university's post-war re-opening has been painted as an unseemly salute to its continued whites-only status. With potential recipients of the Spencer award said to be leery of accepting it, Moeser opted to take it off the table.

For that, the chancellor has drawn fire from some quarters for displaying politically correct 20/20 hindsight. Spencer's defenders would prefer to credit her for being the university's loyal advocate and forgive sins of racial insensitivity common among white Southerners of her time. So, to honor her for her good points or trash her for the bad ones?

That conundrum has a somewhat familiar ring to it here in The N&O's editorial shop, where the man whose lofty words we quote on this page every day also carried his share or more of racist baggage.

Josephus Daniels lent his pen and his newspaper to promoting white supremacism when it was a potent Democratic Party weapon in the political wars at the turn of the 20th century. The gory details have been recounted here before. Suffice it now to say that by today's standards Daniels disgraced himself.

But just as with Cornelia Spencer, and indeed with a host of other luminaries who embraced misbegotten notions of their era, the overall picture is by no means simple.

Perhaps the appraisal in Joseph L. Morrison's 1966 biography amounts to damning with faint praise. Daniels, however, is grouped among the state's "decent white leaders" who wanted economic progress and free education for black citizens. His gutter tactics proved temporary, and he went on to help create a climate of moderation that served the state well during the bitter years of Jim Crow and the upsurge of the civil rights movement.

It's also worth noting that Daniels lived another 50 years after his nadir -- the white supremacist campaign of 1898. As editor of this paper he went on to crusade for progressive causes such as strong regulation of railroads and utilities.

He had a broad career, serving throughout the Wilson administration as secretary of the Navy and later as ambassador to Mexico under Franklin Roosevelt. He returned intermittently to The N&O, running the editorial page and writing editorials practically until his death. He conceded that the paper in his early days had been "cruel in its flagellations" of blacks. "In the perspective of time, I think it was too cruel," he wrote.

It's coming up on 10 years since Daniels' heirs sold The N&O. We've had many occasions to reflect on his legacy of noble ideals and high accomplishments shaded by human fallibility. Throughout, that legacy has kept us in touch with our past and reminded us of where we ought to be heading. It helps us take the long view, which seems valuable -- especially in the South.
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