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This is an interview with T. Harry Williams, conducted on Janusry 10,

1974, by Jack Bass and VWalter DeVries. Transcribed by Jean Pruner.

Jack Bass: Can we start by asking you some of the questions'that were
generally asked . « o

Williams: 7Yes, sure.

JB: Looking back over that period tb 1648, what major political changes
have you seen in this state, or in the South.

Williamss: You mean since T48%

JB: Yesh. |

Williams: Well, I'd have %o talk almost entirely about Louisians, then.
I don't have any pretension of expertness on it. In the 19k0's up until
the 1950's, in this state people, you know, when they talked about their

political affiliations, they said, "I'm a Long," or "I'm an anti-Long,"

But, really, it was a politiecal
nomenclature and if you were a Long you meant you were for social serviceé,
high income and corporation taxation, what might be genersally called the
liberal éide. And if you were an anti-Long, you meant you were what would
generally be called the conservative sid e, And, as I see it, that division
survived until the late 1950's or around 19650. Beginning in the late
1950's, when the integration issue began, as the slavery issue did a century
or more before, to absorb all other issues. And since 1960, as I see it,
there 18 no clearcut division within the Democratic party in this state.

Of course, there are, you know, conservabive Democrats and liberal Demccrats,

uging the terms very generally. But T-don't think they are as clearly

defined or differentiated as they were before. Of course, since about
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19 . . « well, th e middle of the 1960‘8, you have this almost miraculous
turnarcund I described in this article, you know. Iegal segregation was
finally destroyed and, since that time, is a very, very minor issue in
polities or even in political thirvking. I mean ncbody is going aro und
anymore on that attitude of saving the whites from the niggers. That's‘
Just impossible. Nobody would even think of it. Since the ending of
legal segregabion, thank God, itfs much more possible ncow for white
Southerners cerbainly to think of normal, what I'd cail normal political
issues. Economic issues. Instead of yelling about niggers all the time.
God, that's all they used to talk ﬁbout, you know. It was the one issue
and beginning in the '50%s and the early '60's, it sbsorbed all cther
issueé.. And the guy who screamed loudest was elected. Everybody was for
segregation but the guy who;yelled loudest was likely to mske it. HNow,
not alwsys. Well, _ __ did ﬁake a mistake. He screamed louder than
anybody else but he didn't:ﬁéke it. Bubt in other states the loudes:
screamer did. Everybody was for i%t, but the guy.who was most extreme in
bis”fhetoric was the guy Wﬁo ﬁcuid win the.eleéfion. When Bill Leonard gob
beagl in Mississippl, he was for segregabtion bub he didn't emphasize i1t. His
opponent did.
JB: But before that issue absorbed all others, was it essentially . . . you
say it was Long, anti-Long, was it a kind of populist, anti-populist? Or
didn't it break down that way? Did it break down to economic terms?‘
Williams: Well, yesh, it was I think an economic division. You said you
were for . . « you were a Long, you wanted to see the program of sociszl
welfare kept and extended. You favored a lot of the tax burden falling
on the corporations instead of the iittle guy. Well, I don't think of

obther issues now, but, as I see it, it was largely an economic differentiation.
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Yeah. I mean, you know, if you were a Long, you believed the people should
rute and all that kind of jazz that Huey and Earl had talked, but « . »
JB: Where ig it now? Are we goling back ﬁo that sort of division?
Williams: Well, no, %hat‘s the sort of think that puzzles me. I;m not
sure that we've gone back to it where it is as sharply defined as it_was
before. Now, I wouldn't know how to classify Edwin Edwards ideologically.
Or John McKeithan., John McKeithan considers himself s walnub, an heir of
Barl Long and Huey Long. But I don’t know that McKeith n had a definite
political philoscophy or ideology or even something less than that. I rather
doubt that he did. If he did he never expressed it. And I'm . . . I'd say
can't classify Hdwin Fdwards. I guess you'ld say he is a contemporary
Southern liberal. I don't kmow. I don't know how much Fdwin Edwards wants
to change society.
JB: Insofar as race taking over, the integration issue, during the late
‘Pifties, did it really predominate in Louisiana beyond that one governor's
race? The Jimmie Davis term?
Williams: Yeah, well, you sée it starts in the late 1950's, really. And
when Barl Long was in his last term and the legislature was beginning to
consider measures to prevent it, and at the time the Civil Liberties Union
circulated a petition which simply told the legislature not to close the
public schools. And it was s petition a segregationist ecould welil have
signed if he didn't wanit to gbolish the public schools. Over about 56 or
80 professors among others who signed it, and all the reaction in the
legislature was rabid. General.éiﬂLbW ﬁ1$g;)then President and the deans
had to go down and appear before the States Right Segregation
Committee, whatever it was called, to deny that these professors were
Communists or Commuhist—insPired or were nigger-lovers. Actually, some

of us thought st that time the legislature might abolish the University.
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I think now, you know, 1t was very farfetched. We feared. And then

you get, when Jimmie Davis was elected governor, you get the school
integration in New Orleans and he makes no attempt to restrain the
legislature, which I think Earl or somebody like him might have done.

And it really comes to this very ugly height during the Jimmie Davis
adminigtration. And I think he is very much to be criticized there,

for not trying to hold +that in line better than he did. I mean a
governor could, a SBouthern governor could have, excuse me, a great

deal of influence on what é legislature did. And Jimmie Dgvis Just let
them have their heads.

JdB: How do you asgsess McKeithan's role in that?

Witliams: Well, McKeithan was elected over Cheﬁ Morrison. Of course,
Chep was a segregationist, too, as he said openly when Chep said, "We

got to use the rule of reason,” whatever that meant. I think Chep was

a very weak man. I don't have much admiration for Chep. Bub MeKeithan
Just murdered him in the campaign and McKeithen accused him of, you know,
snuggling up to the people in Washington and then McKeithan got in. He
followed, excuse me, a very restrained course on the racial issus. And
probebly could do it mwore safely than Morrison could have., Because he
was known as a segregationist, you see, a:northnLouisianaasegregationist.
And yet, actually, once he got in power, he does not inflame the racial
issue. In fact, he plays it down. And he could get away with it, as I say,
more easily, I think, than Chep M orrison could have. But, Lord, he just
murdered Chep in the campaign, you know, and got Chep on the defensive.
Chep made the mistake of answering every charge McKeithan leveled at him,
including the cne that he had a toupee, you know. I mean, you know, you
don't answer all these attacks. You go to the attack yourself. Chep got

up on television and pulled his hair in locks. He said, "See my hair is
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' Ridiculous, you know.

regl. You can come up and pull it if you want to.'
I, you know, I don't think that . « . 1 think McKeithen just thought that
way to get elected and acted as he thought he had to when he was governor.
JB: When the term "reform candidate" is used in Louisiana, what does that
meant

Williams: Well, it used to mean scomebody who wanted good goverament, which
often meant government by the elite, I think. I mean that was the way it
was during the Long period as I remember it. I'm very suspicious of the
real reform instincts of the anti-Longs, at least during Huey's periocd.
Barl's period, toc. Well, some of them were. Some of them were sincere
and earned the title but I think a lot of them when th ey talked they Jjus ©
‘wanted to get the Longs out and . . . but that's what they meant, you know.
Economiecal govermment, good government, gentlewen in power, end of the Long
king of graft, and maybe a more polite kind of graft.

JB: Has there been any element of & genuine reform movement in Louisgiana
for the Long economic tradition but with honesty in government?

Williams: You mean with a liberal economic orientation'and thén for honest
government, huh?

JB: Right . |

Williame: Well, you see, ohe problem there, you can't have what they mean
by honegt economical government if you're going to have econcmic reform.
Economic reforms cost money. You can't have a low budget with a liberal
populist coalition. You may have & no corruptior in govermment or 1little
corruption in government but with any kind of a liberal coalitio n group,
it would necessarily, as I see it, invclve a big state budget, big state
expenditures in order to satisfy their constituents. But, well, Huey got

that honest government within his framework. ~So did Earl, but people in
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Louisiana don't take this too seriously. People in Louisiana, you know,
T wasn't born here but I « o . they have the same psychology, they have
an ambivalenf attitude toward corruption. On the ome hand we deplore it.
On the other hand we brag about ite.
JB: Well, T think . « »
Williams: Thank God,we've got the best. We've got the best.
JdB: A guote from you, I think, Loulisiana admits corruption and takes
pride in it.
Willisms: Yesh, yesah.
JB: Do you think . . .
Wiilliams: T might say, people start bragging about their corrupiion, I say,
"Listen, you ain't got nothing compared to what we got down in Louisiana.”
I mean, you know. Ours is always funnier, too.
JB: But has that attitude changed at ali?
Willisms: Well, I don't know whetsher it ﬁas or not. I doubt it. Now,
some pecple, of course, want it to change. I mean, you lknow, particularly « «
well, I've heard Dean Ross over in Business Administration -say, you know,
it hurts the state in getting business, That there's this imaée of the
state. And I don't know that it‘s changed. You know, curiously, I've got
a speech I give on Huey Long called "Huey Long and the Problem of -Our Time,"
and I've given it on a lot of campuses. And a part of it, partly for
information and partly for interest, I describe the corfuption down here.
And in Louisiana you get ioud appreciative laughter, And this is pretty
mich true, too, of other Soﬁ#hérn campuses where I Imve been.‘ But, God, in
the Nofth they are grim as hell abo u t this,. They are shocked when I
describe these episodes, you know, that T think are « . . funny among other

things. But Louisiara likes it and practically all of the Southern campuses.
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I've talked to have also, you know, laughed knowingly. But not in the
North.
JB: Why is that?
Williams: I don’f know. They « « » no, I'11 tell you what it is. It's in
part what I say in here, the & problem ofrour time is can you accomplish
important change within the’democratic framework. And Huey Long said you
couldn®t. BSo he kept the forms of democracy but subverted it. In other
words he thought you couldn't bring change within the system so, but instead
of destroying the system, he kept it and manipulated it. But that's what I
mean by‘thé problem of our time. It is a very ilmportant gquestion reslly, you
see, can you bring important change withig the democratic Tramework.
JB: Could you also say in -here that Lyndon Johnson thought you-could?
Willisms: He thought you could, yeah.' Yeah.
JB: I've been told that Hale Boggs,mas the leader of the corporate reform
moverent in Louisiana back from the time.tha t.he wag in law school, and
be and a group in the late thirties . « .
Williams: Well, now by reform do you mean an honest, efficient government?
Is that what you mean? |
JB: Non-corrupt govefnment, I suﬁpose.
Williams: I don't know. ZI've néver heard him characﬁerized that way,
but it could be. I don't think so.
JB: Is it still realistic to characterize pecple ss Long and anti-Long and
use that as & way to explain what happens in elections?
Willisms: No, I don't think so. |
JB: When did that change?
Williamsez Well, about 1960. I, you know, people say is there a Long machine

anymore, in Louisiana, and I don't think there is. I think it was a personal
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creation of.Huey Loﬁg and Earl Long and dependent largely on them.
JB: Well, McKeithan picked up some remnants of it, didn't he?
Williams: Yeah. |
JB: And that was sort of the end of it?
Williams: Well, he « . . when he ran, ﬁe went arcund the state and talked
td a lot of the o0ld Long leaders before Gillis got to them. And got them
on his side, and so when Gillie started, therefore, went into a particular
town, Gillis would often have to pick up a younger man, because McKeithun
had gotter to the original old Long leader first and gob him committed.
But I don'?t know whether you'd want to call that a machine, but I don's
think MecKeith .n recreated the old Long machine.
JB: But now.are there 54111 people identified as being part of the Long
tradition or machine or fraternity, whatever you want to call it, today
i you
Williams: Oh, yeah. XYou cou;d Pick Ernest Clements over at Auburn, who 1s
on the public service commissicn. You identify him. And Ernest is, oh, if
you ever he ard him speak, he is almost like Earl Long speaking, only his
voice is better. But saying, "Hello , you know. And Erne st
considers himgelf an.enemy of the corporation and a friend of the people
except that he don't like Negroes. I mean if you get him on some of these
new contemporary issues. And, you know, this is a surprising thing to ume.
Actually, I suspeﬁt that at Huey's timé and Tor a while in Earl's time, & lot
of these old Long pecple are actually more tolerant or humane on the racial
issue than tThey were later, or than their sons were. Their sons. A curiocus
% hing, on the racial iséue, in an older time, of course, when the pressure
was less inﬁense,.people co uld take a more enlighfened or humane attitude

than people could later. Somebody did an article on an old populist sheriff
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in Texasgs in the 'nineties who had, well, he had a big support of Negro.
voters, and he supported the right of Negroes to vote, limited rights for
them, but still something at that time. And, eventually, as I remember
got shot up about it, in the fight betweer the Negiroes and the whites.
And the person who did this article interviewed his . o « the daughter cr
his granddaughter. Now this gal wasn't nearly as liberal on the racial issue
as this old boy had been back in the 1890's.
JB: Bo the basic political change then occurs towsrd the end of the ‘fifties
and the beginning of the 'sixties.
Williams: I think so, yeah.
JB:_ Thet's really the breakdown of this whole Long and snbti-Long « « «
Williams: Yesh., Well, now, it co uld appear again. I don't know.
JB: Appear?
Wiiliams: But nobody is going to, you know, propose the ending of thesé
_réforms, economic changes that the'Longs s o e wéli; aobody is going to
abolish those. What would the division be all about, you see.
JB: Well, the legacy, has the Long legacy in louisiana been that in
contenporary Louisiana politics, so far as statewide races, basically liberal
candidates are going to win? By Southern tradition? 7
Williafs: Well, the-Longs,'Buey Long, BEarl Long, I.mean, Just eut the racial
igsue off, .it-wasn't even a part of it, you sece. And if he did‘anythiﬁg
for the Negroes, it had to be done on the quiet, you know, oﬁ the side, which
Earl Long « « + « I think when FEarl Long was governor, about . . » Negroes
cqﬁbrised gbout 15% of the total vote in this state. And this is before the
federal pressure. And this was largely because of Barl Long's efforts, that
| a lot of them got on the ballot in certain parishes. .But, I mean, this was
something you dida't talk sbout. In campaigns you talked about these other

issues: public works, welfare, and all this kind of thing, increased pensions,
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maybe, whatever the case might be. DBut, as I see if, in the 'forties and
tfifties, this was the way the factions ﬂivided. The race issue, you didn't
discuss it publicly. DNow both Huey and Long, both Huey and Harl realirzed
that, you know, you couldﬁ‘t help just some poor pecple, and no, you had
to cub the Negroes in on it. But this was something you didn't go out and
advertise, 1f you could help it.
JB: Well, my poinﬁ is that the last governor's race, the three high candi-
dates Wererall bagically, by contemporary Southern standards would bé
considered liberal Demcerats. Mbaerate, progreséive « ..
Williame: Do you mean~Giilis and Bennett Jchnetor ‘and Edwards?
R . \ : ; S
Williams: Well, now, how would you.classify Begneft Jéhnston as a liberal?
Well? I don't.think I would., I mean, but again, I say I don't know whethér
E&wiﬁ Edwards has a clearcut set of poliﬁical‘beliefs And I'm not sure
Benrett Johnston does, either. He couldn't be Hoo liberal.to
aﬁd get elected.
JB: But he projected himself as basically a moderate, progressive type
candidate, didn't he?
Williams: Yeah; Wéil, of course, I've got kind of a prejudice against
Bennett Jdohnsteon. I think he‘é a non-herc. And a product of Tthe television
age, low-key, guiebt, cultured. He's & nice guy. I don't think . « . I think
hets a wesk man. I don't see him as a strong man and I wouldn't have
thought of him as g liberal. Incidentally, you will have to pursue this
to get verification fof it, but I know it's true. You kanow who Father A. K
McKnight is?
JB:  No. |

Williams: In Lafayette, he's a Black and he's a leader of the Bouthern
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black cooperative movement. And, I say, I wouldn't want you to quote me

on this, because I don't know whether he would want 1t quoted without his
verification of it. But he called one of my students who did a paper on

it, but they deliberately divided their voté and gave some of it To Edwards
and some of it to Johnston. Well, I don't know;whether they divided it
between Gillis and Edwards. Anyway, they gave some of the vote to Johnston,
so if he got in the second primary, he co uldn't yell "block vote." But I,
no, I wouldn't think of Bennett Johnston as a howling liberal exactly.
(Interruption in tape.)

JB: There might be another co. « . they might coalesce again around another
Long-type person in the future. You say you den't write that off ag a
posgibility? | |

Williams: ﬁo, nos. Bubt, not unless, I mean, Huey Long comes at a particular
time when for decades government has done pracfically nothing for the masses
of the people. And Buey Long says governxent should, and government does.
“And he establishes that tradifion. Governﬁént . ;.. one of the pﬁrPOSes for
which government exists is to perform social services. And Earl Long enlarges
that, you see. But how do you enlarge it any fabther wifhgut maﬁing some
great, drastic change 1in the system? -How do you gorbéjoﬁd fhaﬁ, you sée;
Under the Long-type leader, what wouid he propose? Higher welfare, higher
pensions? | '

JB: Proﬁably get into health delivery.

Williams: What?

dB: Health delivery.

Willisms: M aybe. But Huey Long capitalized on widegpread discontent and
did something about it and Earl Long f£illed it in. But T wouldn't see an

Barl Long-type leader coming along to arouse the masses unless there wags
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some widespread economic dislocation, unless there were a lot of pecple
discontented, who would then turn to a leader who pronmised to help them.
JB: But you don't see that on the horizon?
Witliams: DNo, I donft. In fact, if in thé South or in the nation, in
the nation, if there had been during the ‘sixties, if there had been a
mass leader who would have risén,-ﬁho would have been from the Righf;
SBomebody like George Wallace, who has said, "T will save you from disorder.”
I think if the disorders of the.‘sixﬁiés had continuved there would have
been a « + »
JB: There wasn't any . « .
Williems: . .. « & leader from the Right who would have appeared, because,.
you know,}ihe only choiee pecople have is between order and something élse,
they?til take order, if that's the only choice, Every « « + most people
would take order. |
JB: Well, was the Edwards' tax package, the recent one, taking the sales
tax off food and drug and putting more on oil, wasn't that in the Long
tradition?
Williams:' Yes, it was. Yep, yep. DNow, it's also because the QOverndf.
would like to get money, of course, and hé has seized on this energy crisis.
I think, very effectively, and said, "Look here. This is going to help
the sbate and the energy crisiz.” And ordinarily, he would have had a hell
of a time getting those bills thro ugh. It's damned hard to raise taxes
in this state where it's two-thirds rural. He would have had a hell of a
time.

(Interruption in tape.)

I4's a shackling thing. It!s terribie. Itls & « + &

JB: You didn't mention that . . .
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Williams: No, that was put in by the anti-ILongs.

JB: Right, I'm familisr with it.

Williams: That was put in to preﬁent Eafl.from raising taxes.

JB: Can you thirk of any other major.political changes in the last twenty-
five years?

Williams: 'Wéll, you mean in Louisiana. No, no, I don't, unless you can
suggest something to me. What I have told you is, as I seec it, the important
thing. OF course, you know, it's the end of an eras, too, you see, with 1860
the death of Earl Long. You're never going to have people like that again.
I don't think you can with television.

JB: Bo television is a major change, as you see it.

Williams: Yeah, yeah. Television lsm . . .

JB: In terms of campaign stylel

Williams: Yesh, yeah. 1 mean, &du can't get up and yell ard holler like
‘Earl Long did and, because you have to get én télevision. ¥ou can do it
Hon the stunmp, but « ¢« « « DNo, maybe we invented the age of the non-hero.
You know, you’ve.. o . like=J. Bennett Johnston. He may be the pe rfeét
epitome of it. You know, do you see what I've « « »

JdB: Yeah.

Williems: . . o what I mean by the non-hero?

JdB: The point I was making before, though, is that the Long tradition
resulted in Louisiana in whites, basically poor whites, voting for economic
liberals and electing them.

Williams: Yep,

JB: And now blacks, most of whom are poor, are voting, and therefore are

naturally going to be voting for econcmic liberals.

Williams: Yeah.




page 14
JB: Anpd so is the permanent legacy of the Longs that Louisianans then
retaiﬁ a basically economically iiberal Tform of govermment s « «
Willisms: Yeah, |
JB: .. » and for-the foreseeable future?
Williams: * Bub now, you know, it‘dbesn't Wark as neatly as all that.
Now, in '6h, Gillis carried, what, two of the Negro wards in New Orleans
and then he lost others. He didn't CarTY o« » @ hé didn®'t get the Negro
vote ih_NEW Orleans he thought he was going to get, and came out of the =
with a very narrow lead. And then in other parts of the state, this Negro
candidate, Bell, was it? In some of the littler, smaller towns, out-polled
Giliis.  And, but I don;t know why, at least one ward heavily-fopulé%ed by
blacks didn't go for Gillis ZﬁiwA?r' Were they bought up or were they
intrigued by something else? I do n't know.
JB: Who did they go for? '
Witliams: I don't rememﬁer now, but I know that Giilis got part of the
blsck vote but not what he expected he was going to get. But I don’t
know whe got the bther part. I don't remember now.
JB: Does that suggest that maybe down the road there might be a coalition
of blacks and, say, poor whites? Or is the race issue still that hot?
WilliamS: Well, some coﬁmentatér s8id that, in'effect, that was the kihd
of coalition that elected Edwards.
JdB: My question was is that the kind of coalition that now dominaﬁes
in this state?
Williams: Whét?
JB: Is that thé eoalition that now dominates in the Democratic party in
this state?

Williams: Well, that was g coalition of Negroes and whites that elected
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Edwards. I don't know how you would break up the white vobte econcmicslly
or socially, what classes you aﬁpeal to. You know? I mean, could you
demonstrate where Edwards got his biggest blocks of white votes? I don't
kmow.- But one of thé purposes of the HNegro vote was that it enébled him
to counteract this normaliy big white vobe against the liberal candidate,
or moderate candidate, in north Louisiana. DBecausge so manj of thé blacks
up there voted for him. And, now, I remember in 1960; when Jimmie Davis
ran against Morrison in the second primary, and just for fun, I checked
some of the votes in the northern and southern parishes. And the southern
parish that Morrison weuld carry 1t was maybe, oh, five to three. And then
you would go into the north and the population Waé scantier,'practically-all
white voters there. It was=scantier but where in the sgecond primary you Would
.really got a'block vote, talk abo ut block votes. - And I think it was Uanion -
Parish and maybe Lincoln Parish, maybe both. Morrisoﬁ lost them five %o one.
to Davis., And you would get a, say, a population . . . & parish wiﬁh a
relatively small popﬁlation like Union., Nevertheless, by delivering a five
to one vote for Jimmie Davis, it would wipe out Chep's majorify in a more -
p opulous southarn parish. But BEdwsrds was able to co unteract that to some
degree. I mean, partially because of the Negro vote.
JB: The . . . « Has there in fact been a change in . . . from domination
by north Louisianarto domingtion in south Louisisra in stabe politics?
Witliams: Well, that was ., . . this was certainly the case in the laét :
election, yeah. Because south Louisiana » « « well, now . . ...
I don't know, I haven't examined the vote breakdown enough to see, but
I don't know where the south Louilsians parishes, I know some of them did,
went very solidly Tor the south Louisiaﬁa”candidate, which they dida't used

to do. Be might carry them, but not by a big enough majority to-counteract
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the northe But I think . « . I think Edwards did carry them, didn't he?
Most of the southern part . . . |
dB: Yeah, Edwards made & direct open appeal « « .
Williams: Yeah.
JdB: + o« o in other words, that Cajuns should support Cajuns.
Willisms: Yep. Um-hum.
JdB: And he made a very direct, apparently the most direct ethnic appeal
made in a long time.
Willigms: Yeah, yeah. Well, I mean, this was a real turnaround in the
last election. South Louisiana, Catholic. Jesus. Supported by blacks.
JB: Do you see any political realignment in this state? What kind of future
do the Republicans have? ~And, to add to that question,ldo you accept « o o
agree with the positioﬁ expressed by some that Republicans' problem is that
they are really still the old-time Republicens |
or another view, that the basic problem has just been a lack of effective
leadership?
Williams: 'WE11, there are s lot of reasons. And, of course, something
influences vobers, at least of an olaer generation. Just habit, you know.
You're in the hébit of voting one way. But I don't see any prospech of a
Republican upswing unless, oh, when scme campaigner, very attractive Republican
candidate for Governor, partlicularly if the Democratic candidate was not
attractive, or had heen smeared or Something. It might then. In fact, some
people, and I half swallowed it, thought that Treen, you know, might win.
That all the other disgruntied Democrats would gang up behind him. But even
if' he got elected, so what? What could he do, you know. Only a very few
menbers of the legislabure . Actuaily, the Republizcan party. What's it going

to be? In . . « as compared to the conservative Democrats, it's no different.
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God, when Chariton Lyons ran against Joe Wagner for Congressman from the
northeast disetrict, the only question was which one was the more conserva-
tive. It wasn't conservative or liberal, which one of these two candidates
was the more conservative. They + « - 1 don’t‘think they marked themselves
out a distinet position in politics, you know. What do they stand for
after all? What are they going Lo do if they win? What's their philosophy
of governﬁent and econcmics? They don't come ovef, I think.
JB: How do you assess the'édministration since 1948 in this state? Obviously,
McKeith:n had two of them, but if you look at all of them, which oﬁes have
made the most changes or the most progress, however you want to measure it,
most significant for the state?
Williams: Well, T would . . .-I think I would have to say Barl Loﬁg. of
course, I was a Long in politics. But I admired Barl. I thought Earl was
all right, a good man. Have you ever met Bob Kinnon, by the way?
JB: HNo. He's on the list. ‘
Williams: Well, he'd be excellent . .« »
JB: McEeithan
Williams: Yeah, yesh. Bob would tell yocu. He‘s a reform candidate and
Bob, I think, as far as I know, i8 an honest man. Honest consérvative.
He*1ll tell you he's a Jeffersonian., I think he prcobably means it. Not
in the pure Jeffersonisn sense of the eighteenth century, but Bob iz a
deffersonian. But, why, I don't think Bob as goverﬁor did any éfeat harm
to this state and I don't know that he did any great good, either. But
I would say since the war Earl Long pfobably has been the most forward-
looking adm inistration, according'fo‘my prejudiced viewpoints. I would
say Jimmie Davis has been the worst.
JB: Was there anything notable in his administration other than his

role in the race issue?

Williams: You mean Jimmie Davis? I don't think. I think you would find
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it hard to clagsily Jimmie Davis. Long, anti-Long, liberal conservative?
What is he? You know, he's not that firm.
JB:  Well, ﬁhat d;d Earl Long do that stands out in your mind?
Williams: Well, without going into detail « « & « OF course; Barl alwmys
was for higher taxes snd higher expenditures. Roads, welfare, educgtion.
And when he was govennor, somebody said Earl Long:prdbably had ﬁéver read
Machiavelli, but he instinetively pracficed ;t. And Ezrl immediately gotb
& big tax bill through, right away. And this aroused cries of snguish.
A 1ot of people opposed it. But hg‘had'the money. And then for three
years he spread out the expenditufé of it. And Machiavelli said, "Do all
your evil -at once, and then spin ﬁhe good out. People will then FTorget
the evil you did." Or the bad, ahd they will remember . . » all they will
remember will be these goods taken over a period of years. But, I mean,
this was expenditures for éducatibn, roads, welfare, ete. I think it moved
the state along and wae good.
J4B: How about MeKeithan?

Williams: When are you going to see MeKeithen, by the way?

JB: Baturday. ‘

Williams: Where?
JB: At his housé.
Williamgs:+ In Colunmbia? Yesh. He'ls s fastinating guy. Hels 3 great
storyteller. In fact,rif you don't watch him, he'll get you sidetracked,
telling you stories that you'll roar at. And talk! He's very conceited.
And I used to taik to Jobn and he would tell me about the battle of
Chancellorsville; He s8id, of course, he said I know you know all about
this, but let me tell you my idea. He t0ld me one wonderful story about

Earl Long saying he didn't have to talk to colored audieaces. And then was

when MeKeithin was public commissioner, service commissioner. And Earl was
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telling some of the pecple in the mansion he didn't_ﬁave to.talk to
colored audiences. Says, " I got me the best nigger speaker in the state,
John McKeithen," But, I like McKelth.n very much personally. And McKsithen . . o
Am T taking up your time without giving you snything « « »
JB: No, no.
Williams: . . .very valuable? MeKeithua would, he would get a sudden
liking Tor somebody and his aésociates could never figure out why, you see.
Usually they couldn't figure out why, but if he likes you that was it. And,
T don't know, for some reason he got a liking for me. Generally came to
visit my class, for example. And was very, very nice To me in various ways
when I was briefly on the Bicentennial Commiésion, on which he appointed me
Chairman without telling me he was going to do it. And T got off of it
evenbually but he was very helpful to me tﬁere. And a man, you see, who
likes to resd history, most of it was aboutlthe-Civil War that he read and
on the Confederate side, but he does like history. But, I would say that
John McKeithsn, I would say it's true of Edwin Edwards, I think they're both
aware, you know, that Loulsiana and the South is living in the twentieth-
cenﬁury in the modern world. Ahd'I*m-not'sﬁré Jiﬁﬁie Davis was awaré df
this. You know, it's & mew day alter all. And ti_lére a're;"certain things
politiciane now have to do and I think Jphn knéW'that-and.IFm.very sure
Edwards knows this. You know, you just don't go'arouﬁd éa&iﬁé and doing
the old thinge you used to do. And I think you see it in.the last race
in Jimmie Davis! race, I wasrtalking to Ed Stagg éfter the election. You

9
know Bd Stagg? He‘s,j&%&‘o Council for a Better Louisiana. You might talk
to him. He‘s-a very interesting guy and . . » Ed Stagg. And I said I was

surprised at the low vote Jimmie Davis got. In fact, I was afraid he would

get in the second primary. And Ed said he wasn't surprised because he said
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he had taken the tabulation of the vote Jimmie Davis gob in 1960 and he said
he figured it would be no more tha n that ﬁnd maybe less, because it was an
older vote. And a lot of these people had died who voted for Jimmie in 1960.
And, of course, he was absolutely right. I would suspect that Jimmie Davis
got practieally no votes from young voters. DBut Jimmie Davis never emerged
into the twentieth century, I don't think.

JB: What do you think . . . how do you account for the lapse of resistance
to integration after it came?

Williams: Well, you know, deiscuss it in here and without accounting for
1%, probably. How far did you get into the article? Did you get to where

I quoted ILeslie Dunbar? Who said, you know, the'white Southernef made hig
fight and he lost it. rSo what? Hé'adjusted.to it, though. But it is an
almost miraculous change. '
JB: As ﬁﬁ historian, did ﬁh.at.éurpfiée yéﬁé.

Williems: Yeah, yesh, Tt pleased me. Well, 1o, yeah, T think it 3id
surprise me, yeah. But once the fight was lﬁst, fhat_waé.it. I mean, God,
you get George Wallace emerging today alm@st és'a.ﬁéro éf.fhe_blacks; A
great moderate on the racial issue now. Jesus. | |

JB: What's the future, say, for John Rarick?

Williams: None, I hope. dJohn Rariék is;fweil, he's a doctrinaire, I think.
I don't know how he gets elected in a district like this, Extreme reac'tionary.
Truly, I think, & man who doesnt live in the twentieth century. Incidentally
he's from Indiana, you know?

JB:. Yeah, southern Indiana.‘

Williams: Huh?

JB: Southefn indiana.

Williams: Well, I do n't know what part of Indiana but he's a resident of
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Indisana, yeah. Came down to Feliciana Parish after the war, I guess.
But why I wouldn't think he would go anywhere. In fact, you know, he'd be
forcing it to hold onto his congressional sest. But he . » « I would say
probably John Rarick gete elected, some people etill do by appealing to
the politiecs of frustration. You kaow, you hate Waéhington, those bastards
up there, and here is the guy who gives them hell ard so you elect somebody
like John Rarick, and you're making a face at the national government.
JB: What's your explanstion then of Russell Long's almost leadership role
in opposing the Family Assistance Program which, to me at least, was the
nearest thing to a national share-the-wealth concept there ever was?
Williams: Yeah, ye ah. Well, Russeli is a different generation, a'different
mold thanm his father, from his father. Russell is-conservative, except on
ecertain arcas that are partly a survival from his faﬁher, I think, you see,
in small businessmen, or for the little businessman, the little guy.. And
T think Russell voted for the abolition of the poll tax, too. But Russell
is just a conservabtive., And I'm sure he doésn't like some of the things
1 say about his father being s radieal, Bub o o
JdB: 8o his role came as no gurprise to ¥You?
Williams: HNo, ok, no. No. |
JB: And some argue tha t it's harder :LII this state than the other Southern
states. I think, I know ”/béCbg_ Sduthern phénoména to pecple you make
this talk. o
Williams: They lsugh. . Yeah.
J8: They laugh.
Williams: Yeah,
JB: But isg the lsughter any.greater in this state fhan in the other ones?

Williams: Yeah, ch, yeah.

JB: Why is that?
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Williamg: Well, you know, it's generally asscribed to the Iatin tradition
and combination of Latin temperament and a warm climate. I don't know.
1'd suspect there is a good deal to that.
JB: DBubt 1s there a sort of a threshold? In other words, Jjus t so much
corruption you can tolerate and then thé people won't tolerate it any more,
cr is that
Williams: Well, I don't think you can go out and brag about it. I mean I
don®t think you can slap people in the face with it. It has « . + it has
to be done with a certain stylie. |
JB: Deoes Edwards have that style? I mean, you know, just this week we
read Edwaerds says, "COh, that's soft of corrupt and it's just a coinecidence,” and ee.
Williams: Yeah,
WDV: What's one word for paying his rent at the Watergate apartment for his
wife and then the family health thigg, the‘;omputer serviees. Those also
appeared this morning. s -
Wiliiams: Yeah. _
WDV: And as I read the Times-Picayune, it séemed to bé back in Avnn Arbor, if
I picked up the Free Press and read hhat; hell, the state.wouid-just blow up.
I mean, you know « «
Williams: Yeah.
WovV: . . . the governor would never say things . . .
Williams: Yeahs S0 & » » I & » o yeah, you koow, g0 what? Theylre paying
his wife's rent, so what, you know. Well, that's pretty géod-people, theytd
say, you know., They wouldn't be shocked by it. But, now you are asking is
there a limit beyond which you could steal or « « .

JdB: Well, I'm asking two things. Is that tolerance, has it remained

consistent during the years or is it going down Or UD OF o «
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Williams: I don't see any signs that it's lessening materially. It may be
but I don't see any signs of it if it is.
JB: Even the media today have né impact on that, apparently.
Williame: I don't think,
JB: Well, we haarddsome suggestion'ﬁhat'LieutenantjGovernor,'who has
been described as the Gerald Ford of Louisiana, but is really a potential
next governor simply because he 1s honést and everybody perceives him as
being honest.
Williams: Wéll;.I‘vé heard a lot of people say that and I don*t know whether
he is or not. I-do‘n’t think he was elected because he was honest. I don't
k now why he was'élected. He, of course,'he waged & very big campaign, spent
a lot of money,.was on télevision a lobt. But I don't think he was elected
because he wasg honeét. You know, there is one theory that achualily there is

less corruption in houisiana because it's open. And whereas « « .

Well, okay,everybody knows about it.

JB: Bverybody knows sbout it.

Williams: Whereas in Illincis or Michigan it may be hidden.

JB: What about in other Southern states?

Williams: I don't know. Noﬁ all I can éay ig this: in Beconstruction
the two most corrupt state governments were Loulsiana and South Carolina.
There was practically no cofrﬁption in Migeisgeippl during Reconstruction.
But in Louisians there was a gre at deal. And I alwayes suspected the
carpetbaggers were learners down here. They didrn't bring it with thewn;
they were taking lessons., Now I don't know about South Carolina, but there

was a lot of corruption in South Carolina. But actually outside those two

states you don't get an awful lot in Reconstruction. Those were the two.
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Now why South Carolina, I don't know.
JB: But the . « « but corruption in lLouisiana was prevalent before the
Civil War alsof
Wiiliams: Yeaﬁ, yeahe Bure. I mean it didn't originate with Huey Long
or anything like that.
JB: Well, somebedy was telling us the other day that this was something
that just occurred in the last thirty or forty years. That this gort of
tradition or tolerance for corruption was, really came about in the last
forty years.
Williams: Uh-ohe You had it in New Orleans before the Civil War. You had
it in New Orleans after the Civil War.
JB: How sbout + «
Williams: N dﬂ/&W_‘%}}; a typical big-city machine. You have
refatively little:in state government because there: just wasn't enough
money to tempt people. I mean, God, before Huey the state governménts had
very low budgets; There wasn't too much to steal,
JB: Do you see a turning point in race relaticns? Sowme people have told
ug that it was McKeitha@n'ls speech during the Bogaiousa march and someocne
else told us it was McKeithan's speech
that I*m not leaving the state and neither are the blacks. And we’xe
going to haﬁe tc get along.
Wilijams: Well, I would thiank those things are more symbols of a deep
change than the causes of the change. I think this was Just somebody
recognizing, you know, the moment is here. I don't think that causes

or expressions
the turnaround. But those arefreflectipns/of a change rather than the
causes of the change, as I see it. |
JB; Would it be symboliq_of a:tu;ning‘point?

Williams: Yeah. Oh, yeah, sure.
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JdB: From that statement. One other thing, we . . . the role of Viecitor
Busey here is just something we haven't found to exist anywhere else. And
we have even been told that he is probably the most single powerful figure
in this state, including the governor.
Williams: That co uwld well be. He is certainly very powerful., He has
a great deal of power through the labor movement and, of course, he is
very smooth, very able and adept. And he's g member of a lot of other
organizations. For example, he's very big in mental health. I know a lot
o T pecple are big for mental health who ordinarily wouldn't like Victor
Bugey, but do because of the help he gives them in the mental hesalth
movenent, you see, and all kinds of things like that. So he spreads out
and, you know, he's just not any old ;haricature of the labor boss. Victor
appears like a man of culture. I don't know whether he is but thatfs the
way he appears. 1 know people who are in mental health who swear by
Victor Busey, who ordinarily wouldnft swear by a labor leader,
JB; Is that, is that just a unique phencmenon?
Wiltliams: You mean are there other labor 1eadérs like that?
JdB: No, I mean just the fact that here is an individual soft of behing
the sgcenes who is in that mueh power, and particularly in a state wheres
the governcr has so much institubional power to begin with.
Willlams: Yegh., What do you mean? - Unique to . » . unique té what?
JB: Well, certainly unique to the‘South. |
Williams: Yeah.
JB: 1If not_to the rest of the country.
Williams: Yeah, yeah.

JB: And is his role unique to Louisiana? I mean, bthere is no tradition

for this scrt of thing.
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Williams: Well, that's right.
JB: The explanation, then, has tc be in the man. Would that be a fair « . .
Williams: Well, partly. Except I think the labor vote is pretty powerful.
Ee can influence a lot of legislators. I've seen him operate in the
legislature.
dB: Well, there are states where the lsbor vote is far, far more powerful.
Williams: Is that right?
JB: Well, not in the Soﬁth, but out of the South.
Williams: .Yeah.
jB: Than here and they don't have it
Williams: But I know when he speaks a lot of legislators will listen, though.
Wow I don't know whether he can swing a vote or what but it can.
(Interrupton on tape.)
JB: What does the Bureau of Ethics dof?
Williams: Well, it watches over thingé like conflicts of interest.. . Bomebody
who . is a legislator has an interest in a company, his office bids, or hi s
coﬁpany bids for a state job. This could be contrary, maybe, to the Code of
Ethics. Government officlals in the performance of their duties . . &
JB: Does it have enforcement power or just investigatory?
Williams: I . « « it can issue a decision but T don’trknaw how Hinding « « « «
I guess maybe the Athborney Genefal's_office would have to enforce it, but I
am not sure about that. Ycu might check on that if you are interested.
JB: Getting back +o what you sald before, some people think that perhaps
there is leés corruption in Louisians because it's more open, I mean, what
there is is open. What's your wview on that?

Williams: Well, T suspect this ecould be true. Actuslly you know corruption,

God, corruption kas been throughout American history. And I suspect that in
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scome states they say they are sanctimonious about it and they say we don'f
have corruption, but there is corruption. Either they won‘t.admit it or
they hide it. But, why, I can think of corruption- incidents in the-past, 1 couldatt
you know, in any other state I couldn't document it in the present, but it's
got to bhes |

JB: Well,but the attitude of the leadership, though, is different, isn't

it, I mean, you get arquote like the ones we've been looking at from Edwards,
say sbout that rent being paid or about, in this case, the computer services
‘company which is being run by kids that are twelve, thirteen and fifteen
years old. T mean, you would have said well, you know, it's Jjust kind of
flippently passed off. Another chief executive could not get away with that.
Williams: Right.

JB: He's geen as providing leadership in a sense and a moral sense.

Williams: Yeah, yeah.

JB: There is another side of this coin I wawbted to ask you about also

and that is, am I correct that there is a tradition of, some sort of
tradition of sending people to jall in Louisiana. I mean, it's almost . « .
it's o« « o ¢« I can't quite get a grip on it because on the one hand, thére
is sort of this widespread tolerance and you said almost pride, and yet

there is this constant attenmpt to prosecute.

Williams: Well, are you thinking of the Long scandals of the 'thirties

or . « « when they were prosecutad by the federal government?

JB: No, I'm thinking more recently. ’

Williamg: Oh, what particulariy.

JB: Well, Gremiliion, Dodd.

~Williameg: It is the other side of the coin.

JB: And somebody else mentioned to us that even whern they go Tor the jail

senbence and emerge that ever then it doesn't appsar to be any real political
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stigms attached to it.
Williams: Yeah.
JB: That you carn get right back into the political . «
Willisms: Yeah, this 1s true of some of the sheriffs, yeah. They put them
in jail and « . + » 1 don*t think Jack Gremiliion will ever come back.
But ﬁodd wasntt. Bill Dodd wasn't imprisoned. Did you say Dodd?
dB: Unm-hum, | |
Williams: ﬂﬁemwasn’t in prison.
fB: o, ﬁe wasn't in priscn, but they went after him.
Williams: Yeah, yeah.
 JB: Same with Garrison in a sense.
Wiliiams: Yeah. Bub, you know, when Earl was, I don't know what campaign
it was, supposedly Edmond Regey over at Crowley brought a big contribution
for him from.the theafer people. And who wanted the state tax on theater
. tilckets slightened or abolished, and Regey gave it to Earl and said, you
know, why he was doing it was for the theater people and they, yoﬁ know,
hoped to geﬁ gsome relief., And I don't know what Earl said but anywéy Regey
took 1t as a promise and according to the story, aftef the election he asked
Earl to sponsor a bill, you know, to change thé theater tax and Earl said he
wouldn’t it.. They needed the money. And Regey said but I told these
people when I got this money that you were golng to do something about the
tax., What am I going to tell them, and Earl sﬁid, "Tell them I lied.”
Well, this wasn't in the papers but, you know, it waes told all over the
state and the people think this is great,_becauSe_this was funny.
(Interruption on tape.) o
« « « when Chep Morrison wanted to make gambling in New Orleans legal and,

of course, draw stabte revenue, draw city revenue from it. But in order to
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do it, he had to go to the legislature and get a change on the charter.
Well, this was too much for the legislature, specifically north Louisiana,
to legalize gambling. Ib might be illegal and go on and that was all right,
but it couldn't be legal and go on and"be regulated. And they wouldn't
let him do it. So then, in order tolbe consisfent, Cheb had it declarsd
outlawed in Orleans, so wheresupon it ﬁoved over into Jefferson Parish
and I forget what other parish. But, anywey, omne of the Néw Orleans papers
gsent a reporter over to Jefferson to play the games, where it was alse -
illegal, but open. And this guy came back and would write an expose every.
day, you know, the kind of thing that-ﬁins you a Pulitzer prize. And the
Tesponse was the sheriff of St. Bernérd called a press conference and
complained about this publicity Jefferson was getting. And he said, -“Welve

_ illegal
got as much/gambling in St. Bernard as they got in Jefferscn but they

" Baid, "I may have to take out advertisements in the New

won't expose us.'
Orleans papers."’ And, God, here virtue, you know, Jesus. But nobody in
south Louisiana was stopped by gambling. You couldn’t abolish gambling.

JB: That's like drinking in Charleston.

Williams: Yeah.

WDV: You think then it's Jjust a cultural matter and follows the tradition?
Williams: Yegh. |
JB: How do you assess the role of Leander Perez?

Wiiliams: Well, I, have you seen this neW'béok 5y James Conway, The Life of
Leander? | |
JB: I'fe seen a review of 1t.

Willisms: Yeah, well, I wrote a review in the Washingbon Post. They never

sent me a copy of the damned thing. Well, I said in this review essentbially
this: that I hoped the book wouldn't lead pecple to take Ieander more

seriously thsn he should be taken. That actbually he was a creation of the
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national media, withlis extreme statements. And that he didn't have . + .
he didn't actually have very much power in Louisiana. And people in Louisiana
accepted him as a national phenomencn. He only had some power but he wasn't
nearly ag powerful as he painted himself to be and as the nabtional media
p ainted him to be. Leander is a fabulous character. Oh, God, Just
fabulous, incredible. Man of prineiple. Dangerous. Men of principle are
dangerous because they won't corpromise, And to mske democratic politics
work you have to have a lot of compromises, and Leander wouldn't compromise.
He was not a typical politician and he didn't have %o be down there. He was

ex culpea . Truly a latin American principality he ruled, you know, like a

Iatin American principality. And Leander didn't have to campaign particularly; . -

he ruled. But he had a limited influence in government, in state government,
but that's it. But Leander was never a twentieth century. Fabulous man,
though, Jesus. I just met him onee. I went down to interview him. BHe
asked me to gpeak at a dedication of a stabue of Beauregard in St. Bernard,
He was giving to the pa&ish, Beaﬁregard‘s pérish. A kind of

affair. P. G. T, Beauregard, dates of his birth, deathk, and then in much
bigger letters, "Donated by leander I, Perez." And I just did it in order
to interview him. He drcve us down from New Orleans. Bub I inberviewed
him in the coffee shop of the Monteleone about the"round robin" and he
gsaid, you know, there were two round robins. And I saild, "Yesh, Judge.

I think maybe you and I are the only two pecple alive today who realize
there ﬁere two round rcbins." And I said, "I've heard, you know, many
versions of how it originated and I'd like to hear yours." And he got up.
He .aid, "What do you mean, my version? I'm going to tell you exactly

truth and if you don't choose to accept that, we can terminate the

interview right now." Sometimes in all these interviews you may have
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to humble yourself, you know, to get what you want. I said, "Judge, what
I meant by your version, it was the only cne. Pleagse sit down.” 4&nd I
don't think he was ever going to leave but it was his littlenact.. Ang 8o
he drove us down Lo St. Bernard in his big limousine. It was welrd. The
minute we crossed the parish iine notoreycle cops started coming out Trom
behind trees and signs, formed a cloud, a screen around us. We drove down
through St. Bernard in majesty. Great. People would come up and touch him
lreverently. Say, "Judge, are you all right? We need you." He was golng
to save them. He was going to save them.frém the outside world.
JB: Is there'énything else sbout Louisiana politics you want bo comment onf?
Williams: N o, I really had great hopes for Giilis. I thought Gillis wo uid
.havé_been a good éovernor, a good leader. I was sorry he couldntt make it.
I don't know what's wrong with Gillis fhat he doesn't coms over but, do you
know? _
JB; .Uhh;uh.
Wiiliams: I don't, either, -For some reason or other he Jjust doesnff; to

lise this horrible phrase, project. But he doesn't do it. Gillis is very

-able.




