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After the first death, there is no other.

—DYLAN THOMAS






PROLOGUE

the curse of st. martinville

So I had it after all the months. For nothing is lost, nothing is ever lost. There is always the clue, the canceled check, the smear of lipstick, the footprint in the canna bed, the condom on the park path, the twitch in the old wound, the baby shoes dipped in bronze, the taint in the blood stream. And all times are one time, and all those dead in the past never lived before our definition gives them life, and out of the shadow their eyes implore us.

—ROBERT PENN WARREN,
 All the King’s Men

 

 

 

 

 

Before I left on my first research trip to St. Martinville, a sleepy Acadian (Cajun) town in southwestern Louisiana with a population of just a few thousand, people familiar with the community told me to expect “a whole different world.” I’d been poring over countless books on the region, including Sister Helen Prejean’s Dead Man Walking, and had noted the author’s surprise on the second page when she was told that Elmo Patrick Sonnier, the condemned man in her story, was a “Cajun from St. Martinville.” As Sister Helen herself  had found the town to be, in her words, one of the “friendliest, most hospitable places on earth,” she observed that if murders were prone to happen anywhere, “this is the place one would least expect.”

Once I arrived, it didn’t take very long for me to discover that St. Martinville, the oldest settlement in an area known as Acadiana, had not changed much over the years. The pictures I’d seen of Main Street in the 1940s looked very much like the Main Street of St. Martinville today. In the center of town the Italianate and Greek Revival architectural treasures that surround St.-Martin-de-Tours Catholic Church are pleasing reminders that St. Martinville was once known as “le petit Paris.” Not far from the church, along the Bayou Teche, stands the Evangeline Oak, immortalized by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in his epic poem Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie. The tree has long been recognized as the symbol at the heart of Cajun culture.

The people of St. Martinville love to talk, even to strangers, and I found myself spending entire afternoons in the company of some of the friendliest, most hospitable people I’ve ever met. Yet something struck me as odd about many of my encounters. I would tell people I was working on a book about an old murder case in St. Martinville, and invariably they would ask if it was about Patrick Sonnier.

“No,” I’d say, “Willie Francis.”

The name was met with blank stares, which were usually followed by “never heard of him.” On a visit to the former New Iberia Parish jail, which is now used to store files above the New Iberia courthouse, the maintenance man giving me the tour inquired if I was ready to see Sonnier’s cell. (Sonnier was later executed in the same electric chair that Willie had walked away from nearly forty years earlier.)

“Sure,” I told him, then asked if I could also see the cell that had held Willie Francis.

“Who?”

It was as if the idea of another infamous murder in these parts was incomprehensible. It wasn’t until I began talking to some of the  older folks in St. Martinville, people who had been around during the 1940s, when the State of Louisiana sent the Negro teenager to the electric chair, that I began to get nods of recognition. With these folks, the name Willie Francis resonated. And time and again the responses I received were the same: “Willie Francis didn’t kill anyone,” or “There are people in St. Martinville today who know what really happened,” or “That boy was innocent.”

The people in St. Martinville who shared these responses with me were priests, morticians, farmers, teachers. Some were black; others were white.

Willie’s own version of the story was elusive, as he did not take the stand at his trial. A pamphlet—My Trip to the Chair—that he had written in 1947 to raise money for his U.S. Supreme Court appeals was proving impossible to find. In it, Willie was purported to have described, in his own words, the events leading up to, during, and just after he survived his own execution. I had spoken to people who had seen the document, and I’d contacted countless universities, research centers, and private collectors—all to no avail. The only known copy had been catalogued in a file of rare African American pamphlets at the Library of Congress in Washington, but it had been missing for almost two decades. Nearly every month for three years during the writing of this book I called the Library of Congress, hoping that somehow, against all odds, the file would turn up. One afternoon, with my deadline fast approaching, the telephone rang. It was Patrick Kirwin from the Library of Congress.

“Are you still looking for that Willie Francis pamphlet?”

Within hours, I had a copy in my hands—the holy grail of Willie Francis research that I had all but given up on—and the document would now allow me to present not only eyewitness accounts of Willie’s botched execution but Willie’s own account of that fateful day in St. Martinville—in Willie’s own unmistakable voice. “I wonder if I will ever get to read the thing,” Willie wrote. The document  would also provide and confirm a telling detail in the murder that would send Willie Francis to the electric chair.

I thought back to a story told to me by James Akers, St. Martinville’s unofficial town historian, caretaker of the Acadian Memorial, and, he claims, the only white person at the funeral of Willie Francis. It was my first day in town, and we were standing in Akers’s office on South New Market Street overlooking the Teche, with the Evangeline Oak overhead. The sun was just beginning to set, and Akers didn’t appear to be in a rush to go anywhere. A tall, gangly man with gray hair, a beard, and a Cajun accent that belied his Norwegian descent, Akers attempted to recall memories of the name that had been all but forgotten in this town where almost everyone, black and white, spoke French.

“Willie Francis,” he said, sighing. “Willie Francis. That was a shame. Of course, that wasn’t the first time. Something like that’s happened here before.”

The Cajuns have a word for it. Corrompre. Corrupt. “It was a dirty town,” I’d been told.

“If you go into that courthouse there, look up the name Isabelle Robertson,” Akers said. “Happened in August of 1891, in that pretty white house on the corner. That’s where Mrs. Robertson lived with her daughter. One morning they found both bodies. They’d been stabbed and choked to death.”

Akers’s eyes widened. “Many months later the sheriff arrests a black man by the name Louis Michel. They took Mr. Michel behind the courthouse under a big oak tree, just like the Evangeline. Thirteen steps up the scaffold, there’s rope waiting for him. The sheriff reads the death warrant and asks Mr. Michel if he has any last words. Michel says he does. He says, ‘You remember that night you came to hang me? I was hiding under the house with my Winchester rifle and I could have killed three or four of you but didn’t because, being innocent, I fear no man.’ Then he looks into the crowd and says, ‘There are people looking at me now who know I am innocent. I did  not kill anyone.’ But no one in the crowd said a word. Because of their silence, Mr. Louis Michel had one more thing to say. He put a curse on St. Martinville. Cursed the town so that it would not prosper, and grass would grow in the streets.”

Akers paused and held up a finger. His story was not finished. “The sheriff slips the noose around his neck. Louis Michel was Catholic, and a priest was there to give him his last rites. When that was done, the sheriff gave the signal and Michel dropped down from the scaffold. But you see, they had too much rope. And Mr. Louis Michel was a tall man, six foot four or more. When he dropped, his toes could still, just barely, touch the ground. So do you know what the sheriff did? He got himself a shovel and he starts digging a hole right under Louis Michel’s feet. Dug until the man’s toes no longer touched the ground, and he was properly strangled. And the people of St. Martinville watched him twitch and draw his last breath, all the time wondering about that curse.”

Akers looked out over the Teche, the last of the day’s light glowing on the Evangeline Oak. The story of Louis Michel continued, even after his death. Just weeks later, Akers told me, there was a man on a train who caught the attention of a newsboy. The man’s name was Paul Cormier, and the newsboy remembered him from town as a man who disappeared from St. Martinville just after the Robertson murders. The sheriff took him into custody, and Cormier was eventually tried and convicted for the murders of Mrs. Robertson and her daughter.

“Louis Michel was innocent,” Akers said. “Just like he says before they hanged him.”

I took careful notes. Akers is a colorful character and tells intriguing stories of St. Martinville and its rich history. But I was skeptical. I doubted that this tale rose to much beyond town lore, a story passed down for so many generations that its origin is no longer important. The abandoned storefronts and cafes on Main Street speak the only truth that matters.

Akers had more advice for me and gave me names of people he thought I should talk to. “When you look at what happened to poor Willie Francis, maybe you think St. Martinville is cursed,” he said. “It’s like Mr. Louis Michel said, there are folks in this town who know the truth. Same goes for Willie Francis. But you won’t find the truth in the courthouse records.”

Corrompre.

Months passed, and I’d made several trips back to St. Martinville. I would ask people from time to time about the hanging of Louis Michel and his curse on St. Martinville. There were only vague recollections of the crime but adamant confirmations of the curse. On my last visit, I went to the courthouse with names and dates, but with low expectations. Just as Akers had said, I found a newspaper story from 1891 documenting the mysterious killings in St. Martinville. I also found court records detailing the trial, conviction, and hanging of Louis Michel, who went to his death proclaiming his innocence, as well as confirmation on the arrest of Paul Cormier for the murder of the Robertson woman and her daughter on Main Street.

I looked out the window of the courthouse, across the lot where the redbrick jail once stood in this cursed town—the very spot beneath a giant oak where two young black men, generations apart, were denied not only justice but a proper execution. I wondered if Willie Francis had known about the curse, and if the strange fate of Louis Michel had ever crossed his mind as he waited in a dirty cell for the sheriff to lead him up those thirteen steps to the electric chair known as Gruesome Gertie.

As history has shown us, if you peel back the layers of the pastoral and the genteel in the American South, you sometimes find shameful, haunting reminders of the past. Murder, secrets, lies. All buried in a world gone by.

As I would learn, St. Martinville is a whole different world.






face of a killer

With such a prelude as this,
 and hearts that throbbed with emotion,
 Slowly they entered the Teche,
 where it flows through the green Opelousas.


—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW,
 Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie

 

 

 

Side by side they sat, Captain Ephie Foster and Vincent Venezia, not saying much, as the old truck rattled along, deep into the heart of Louisiana’s Evangeline country. With squinted eyes, they barreled across the prairies and Atchafalaya swamplands, then cut through endless cane fields that stretched west into the big, low sun. Live oak trees lined the gravel road before them, the mossy branches catching and trapping the last of the day’s light in gauzy, backlit canopies. Behind them, the tires kicked up columns of dust that hung in the windless air like smoke from the captain’s cigar.

If the truck had been equipped with a radio, they might have heard the news from the West Coast earlier that day of May 2, 1946, when six inmates overpowered prison guards in a deadly but unsuccessful escape attempt from a federal penitentiary on an island in San Francisco Bay. By the time the “Battle of Alcatraz” ended, two guards were dead and seventeen more were injured. The riot made  front-page headlines across the country, and it might have given the two men from the Louisiana State Penitentiary something weighty to talk about on their ride south from Angola, where they passed their days in the company of some of Louisiana’s most hardened criminals—men who wouldn’t think twice about slitting their throats if the opportunity arose. But there was no radio, and by all reports, Foster and Venezia were not talkative men, so the only sound from the truck was the steady rumble of the engine. With Venezia at the wheel, the captain could gaze absently into the setting sun, pinching a cigar between fingers that he dangled out the passenger side window. Ephie Foster liked his cigars and always kept one in his mouth, even when it wasn’t lit.

The truck was a 1941 International Harvester K-3 two-ton cornbinder, from the manufacturer known at the time for its production of heavy-duty farm equipment. Painted red, it was mounted with a large, gray sheet-metal trailer, unmarked and nondescript. In fact, the only thing odd about this cornbinder was the additional muffler and exhaust pipe that extended from the roof of the van. The truck would not have turned heads, at least not until it pulled up to park behind a Louisiana parish jail. Then, as photographs show, people would stop dead in their tracks and stare, as if some ancient beast of classical mythology was lurking behind the thick, metal doors. And when Captain Foster emerged from the truck, they’d stare at him, too—their somber eyes carefully registering the face of a killer.

Earlier that Thursday afternoon, Foster and Venezia had climbed into the truck that Warden Dennis J. Bazer kept in a garage on a hill at Angola, and they’d assured the warden they’d get the job done proper and be back in two days. On most of these parish trips, Bazer would follow behind the truck in a state car; but there was trouble back at Angola, and the warden was forced to stay behind for an emergency meeting with Louisiana Governor Jimmie Davis. On May 2, 1946, Foster and Venezia were on their own.

Ephie Foster, forty-three years old, had been a farmer from Avoyelles Parish, Louisiana, just west of the Mississippi border, before he took a job as a captain at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in nearby Angola. Camp captains like Foster were recruited from the “lower class of Louisiana’s rural dwellers” and were mostly “redneck farmers and French speaking ‘cajuns.’” One captain was put in charge of each camp, and these “semi-literate” officials were permitted to dish out punishment as they saw fit “with little or no interference from wardens or general managers.” Discipline, one report noted, usually came in the form of floggings on a scale just “short of rank torture,” and a newspaper columnist would later observe that “most of the white trash who infest the [Louisiana] penal service are no better than their victims.”

Poor white captains like Foster lived an “idyllic life” on Angola’s fertile grounds. The prison provided them and their families with housing and supplies and Negro inmates to cook and clean for them. Foster would have enjoyed an existence that “mimicked that of the passing plantation aristocracy.”

Vincent Venezia, thirty-eight, was the son of Italian immigrants—one of ten children born to his mother, Josephine, and his father, Anthony Venezia, who worked as a dryer in the sugar industry. With “sallow complexion, green grey eyes, red hair, fair teeth” and “large out standing ears,” Venezia sported scars on his upper left arm, his right ear, and his right knee. By the time he was twenty-two, Vincent wasn’t living at home in New Orleans with the rest of his family. He was instead an inmate at the Jefferson Parish jail, where he listed his former occupation as “proprietor” of a “Pressing Establishment.” In and out of the state penitentiary three times during the twenties and thirties for convictions on charges ranging from burglary to fraud, Venezia was serving hard time at Angola in the spring of 1946 and, as a prison trusty, had become an assistant to the chief electrician, U. J. Esnault. Foster and Venezia were no  doubt pleased to be away from the prison as they drove past the sugarcane wagons and pecan trees into New Iberia, where they would stay for the night.

On Thursday nights, the bars on Main Street were packed with what the locals called “oilfield trash,” recent transplants from dust bowl states who had come to New Iberia during the oil boom of the 1930s. In one case, the Texas Company (Texaco) moved the entire population of the town of Smackover, Arkansas, to New Iberia. These new arrivals, most of them Baptist, were not particularly welcomed by the French Catholic “sugar elites” who had prospered for generations in southwestern Louisiana and did not appreciate the encroachment of the oil industry into their cane fields.

The mixing of oil and sugar laborers in the bars of New Iberia made for rowdy, hard-drinking crowds, so Foster and Venezia would have had no trouble finding a place to imbibe on their night away from Angola and the warden. Past the antebellum homes and burial crypts along the Bayou Teche thrived several saloons—places like the Teche Club and the Jungle Club—where French-speaking men with fiddles and squeeze boxes crammed into corners and belted out the Cajun music popular with both the oil and sugar men. One song sure to be heard that night was the Cajun favorite “Jolie Blonde.” A ballad written by a prisoner in nearby Port Arthur, Texas, in the 1920s about a pretty blonde woman who left her Cajun lover for another man, it had become a kind of Cajun national anthem.

Even bearing in mind the purpose for their journey, it was still a good time to be away from Angola. The U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Prisons had recently released a damning report that deemed the conditions at Angola’s state penitentiary, which had been built on a slave plantation, to be “deplorable” and falling “far short of desirable standards . . . in practically all respects.” Sanitary conditions were “decidedly inadequate,” and gambling was the prison’s only “organized” form of recreation. Mary M. Daugherty,  Angola’s registered nurse at the time, described the penal farm as a “sewer of degradation,” where “sex offenders, stool pigeons, homosexuals and degenerates of every type were huddled in bedside companionship with the new arrivals.”

Angola “gun bulls,” who guarded inmates in the prison’s notorious Red Hat cell block, were known to have arbitrarily shot and buried troublesome convicts in the farmland along the Mississippi River. And trouble at Angola came aplenty. Housed in sweatboxes in Camp A, the hardest prisoners worked from sunup to sundown along the levee in their black and white “wide stripes” and straw hats that had been dipped in red paint to identify their menacing status. The Red Hats saw escape from the farm as the only way to free themselves from a life of hard labor, and because they had nothing to lose, repeated attempts were the norm. Prison understaffing led to the development of the “trusty system,” whereby select inmates like Venezia (who had demonstrated good conduct during “the greatest cane harvest in penitentiary history” and “exceptional service and merit of unusual value during the West India Hurricane”) were assigned duties in the penitentiary ranging from errand boy to armed guard. Trusties were granted more privileges than other inmates, but the system bred rampant abuse and corruption. Lore had it that the trusty guards at Angola, who were mounted on horseback and armed with sawed-off shotguns, had to serve the time of any convict that escaped under their watch.

Expecting a storm of controversy following the release of the Bureau of Prisons report in May of 1946, Governor Davis traveled to Angola to meet with Warden Bazer. Together they would propose a “modernization program” to ameliorate the prison’s inhumane conditions. Their efforts failed as conditions only worsened. Whippings and beatings “increased disgracefully.” Not long after promised reform, thirty-seven convicts slashed their heel tendons with razor blades in protest against the overwork and brutality by camp captains  in “America’s Worst Prison.” It was Davis’s emergency visit to Angola that kept Bazer behind on May 2, thus affording Foster and Venezia the opportunity for their night on the town.

Venezia’s ears must have pricked up when he learned he’d be going on an overnight trip to New Iberia without the warden, or anyone else except for Foster. There was a bar called Bruce’s Place on West Pershing Street, between St. Peter’s Cemetery and the railroad tracks, run by a man named “Back of Town” Bruce Broussard. Local prostitutes, who gathered on the porches of shotgun shacks flanking the bar, had gained this redlight district of New Iberia a certain renown that had surely reached Angola. For the penned-up Venezia, a visit to Bruce’s Place would have been the highlight of the trip, and his fellow inmates back at the state penitentiary would be clamoring for all the lurid details when he returned.

Before midnight, Foster and Venezia showed up at a different bar called the Green Lantern, an old brick and wood saloon set off by itself on West Main and North streets, where the jukebox played Cajun music and patrons waltzed on a cement slab dance floor in a dimly lit room. Locals knew the place to be rife with shadowy “sinister characters,” whose flying bottles of Regal beer and fistfights were nightly occurrences. Foster and Venezia sat up front by the paneled bar, where the owner, George “Squirrel” Etie—a tall, former bootlegger who had lost an arm in an automobile accident in the late 1920s—observed them laughing, drinking, and talking loud about the job in the morning.

It was getting late, and the two men down from the prison in Angola were having one last drink on the other side of the tracks. At five foot nine or so and with a heavy build, Foster was an imposing presence in the saloon. His demeanor was serious, and he seemed capable of trouble. But the whiskey appeared to have softened him a bit. Tomorrow. In St. Martinville, Foster told them. They drank some more. Then Foster invited them all to come watch. Dared them to show up at noon behind the courthouse in St. Martinville.

Foster and Venezia left the bar and stood in the dirt lot as light from the moon illuminated the marble crypts in the nearby cemetery. Maybe the oil and sugar men didn’t believe what Foster had told them. He could have convinced them, though. He could have swung open the back doors of the truck and shown them. The large oaken chair facing outward, awaiting its next guest—the death mask draped over the seat back, leather belts and straps dangling from its legs, its arms, and its headrest—in the Louisiana moonlight.

Say hello to Ole Gertie, he could have told them.

Gruesome Gertie was the nickname the prisoners at Angola had given the portable electric chair. What Ephie Foster delivered with his truck was death. Or justice—it depended on whom you were asking. Either way, he took it from parish to parish to carry out grim business for the State of Louisiana. After each trip, the chair would return to the hill—its victim another notch on the leather straps. Behind it, mounted on the floor of the truck, was a bulky, oversized gasoline engine—the dynamo that gave Gertie her juice.

Gertie’s next guest was just across the cemetery, in the pure white and stately New Iberia Parish Courthouse that loomed to the east. Foster knew he was in there. He knew that the boy—the one he called “the nigger”—was up there in a cell above the courthouse, waiting for dawn and probably not sleeping too well. Tomorrow, Foster told them, we’re going to fry a nigger. Show starts at noon.

Standing there in the dirt lot outside Bruce’s Place, with Gertie in the truck and the five-dollar whores of New Iberia on the porches, he might have wondered if any of these oil or sugar men would have the guts to come to St. Martinville in the morning to see Gertie do what she was built to do.






like shines in a rooster’s tail

But, as he lay in the morning light, his face for a moment
 Seemed to assume once more the forms of its earlier manhood;
 So are wont to be changed the faces of those who are dying


—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW,
 Evangeline: A Tale of Acadie

 

 

 

Willie Francis opened his eyes as the first rays of Louisiana sunlight spilled through the window bars and onto the eighteen-inch-thick concrete walls of his narrow, solitary cell. This was to be the last sunrise he’d ever see. He rose from his cot and peered out over the small, clapboard houses that surrounded the New Iberia Parish jail. Tin roofs gleaming in the sun. The spire of St. Peter’s Church jutting into the clear Acadiana sky. Dogs barking. A rooster crowing. His heart was already beating fast, and the sound of jingling keys and footsteps coming down the corridor brought a lump to his throat.

In contrast to the natural beauty just yards away, the jail had a putrid smell—numerous alcoholics and drug addicts were incarcerated there at the time—and the pipe extending to the seatless toilet leaked so that a slow, steady stream of water flowed across the cell floor, under the bars of the gate. Willie’s cell was on the fourth floor; it had pink walls and gray bars.

Willie recognized the footsteps of Gilbert Ozenne, the Iberia Parish sheriff, whom he’d gotten to know well over the last eight months. But there was a second set of footsteps, which, Willie would discover, belonged to a fellow prisoner from the west wing. When they reached the cell, Ozenne and the inmate found Willie clutching the Bible his father had pressed into his hands at the end of a visit months earlier. Willie’s mother had wanted him to read from it while he waited in his cell for this day to come, only she’d been too overcome with emotion to present it to her youngest son herself.

“Mornin’, Willie,” the inmate said, standing sheepishly before him. In his hands he held a bowl with soap, a razor blade, shaving brush, and a pair of scissors. He mumbled a brief apology for what he had come to do, and Willie gave him a nod as Sheriff Ozenne opened the cell.

The inmate stepped inside. Willie looked over at the pink walls, specifically at the words “Of Course I Am Not a Killer,” which he had scrawled himself in big, dark letters one night a month earlier, when he’d been unable to sleep. But his day in court had come and gone, and Willie was done with words. His new barber tried making small talk as he began to clip Willie’s hair, but Willie “didn’t feel much like answering back.”

Willie had often walked by the City Barbershop on Main Street back home in St. Martinville, where white men would pass part of a lazy afternoon in the chair with the barber, Sidney Dupois. That was a chair you could relax in. Like you had all the time in the world. Willie would walk by and see those white men in Mr. Dupois’s chair, and sometimes he’d stand outside and talk to Little Sid, Dupois’s young son.

The razor scraped roughly over Willie’s scalp. He had to be bald, the inmate said, so that the electricity could pass cleanly into his body through the crown of his head. What he didn’t tell Willie was that, if any hair was left on top, it would smolder beneath the leather  hood he’d be wearing, and it might possibly catch fire—and create a sickly odor the witnesses would have to endure while they watched 2,500 volts of electricity course through the body strapped to the oaken chair just a few feet in front of them.

Willie closed his eyes while his fellow prisoner wiped the razor on a towel and continued to shave Willie’s head. He was thinking about going home to St. Martinville to die. The town where Willie was born and had lived his whole life was just nine miles away from the jail in New Iberia. “It’s just a little town where everybody knows everybody else,” Willie said. “We have two sections, one for the white people and the other for the colored, and everybody gets along fine. The white tend to their own business and the colored tend to theirs.” Willie had been brought to New Iberia because the small jail in St. Martinville wasn’t set up to hold or guard prisoners for any length of time.

“They said I would like it much better here because the death cell is bigger and more comfortable than in St. Martinville,” Willie said. “It didn’t make much difference. They hadn’t said when they were going to kill me, so I didn’t care where they put me.” There was also some fear that Willie might be lynched if he was held in town.

The day before, he had confided to his priest that he was scared of spending his last night on earth in a small cell by himself. And scared of going home in handcuffs to sit in a chair that was going to electrocute him to death. He worried about going to heaven. Not far from the only house he’d ever lived in was a small cemetery where blacks in town were buried. It’s where his body would likely end up after the funeral. Willie was the youngest of his mother’s thirteen children, and he’d be the first to die. His fears in the face of his scheduled death were real, and the boy had spent the last eight months trying hard to be a man.

Just a month earlier, the State of Louisiana had set the date. Willie had seen the death warrant: a big, official-looking document  with the dreaded day—May 3, 1946—typed in. The document sentenced him to “a current of electricity of sufficient intensity to cause death, and the application and continuance of such current through the body of the said Willie Francis until said Willie Francis is dead.”

District Attorney L. O. Pecot, in a letter to St. Martinville Sheriff Leonard (E. L.) Resweber on April 5, 1946, informed the sheriff to advise Willie of the date and time of his execution well in advance, “in case he desires to prepare himself to enter into the unknown veil of eternity.” Pecot concluded his letter to Resweber with more preparatory instructions for Willie’s execution: “If you follow these instructions, you will be in the clear all the way through and as this is your first experience, I am sure that you will use every possible precaution to follow the law as I have given it to you.”

The language in his death warrant made Willie smile. So specific was it in its instructions as to who was allowed to watch him die that it struck Willie that the State of Louisiana had every angle covered in dense legalese in case he might kick up a fuss and say, “You can’t kill me because you have a word wrong on that paper!”

In fact, the State of Louisiana had got a few words wrong—specifically the sentence stating, “no person under twenty-one years of age to be allowed in said execution room.”

Willie Francis had just turned seventeen in January.

[image: 002]

Willie hadn’t been in New Iberia long when he was looking out his cell door window and saw a man walking down the corridor—a man “who was dressed just like a priest.” Willie began to yell and wave his arms, and when he caught the man’s attention, he asked him to come over to his cell. “I guess he thought I was crazy because of the way I acted,” Willie said, “but he came in anyway.” The man was Father Charles Hannigan, who belonged to a religious order called  The Holy Ghost Fathers, and he was immediately drawn to the excited boy who had called out to him from his cell.

On May 2, the day before Willie would be taken from New Iberia to St. Martinville for execution, Father Hannigan visited Willie one last time. A frequent visitor during the months of Willie’s incarceration, Father Hannigan was a fifty-nine-year-old Irish Catholic from Philadelphia who had studied at Duquesne University of the Holy Ghost in Pittsburgh and was serving at St. Edward’s, the local black church not far from the jail. Father Hannigan had become the person Willie relied on to prepare him for his impending death, yet despite all the preparations, the priest could not help but note that Willie was in a state of terror. Willie had always stuttered, but now his stammer virtually paralyzed his ability to speak. So Father Hannigan took it upon himself to do most of the talking. Slowly, his words began to calm the boy.

You’re a lucky fella, Willie, he told the boy, without conviction. Lucky in that you know when you’re going to die, unlike those who get “squashed by trucks” or “die between clean sheets by surprise.”

Father Hannigan let that thought settle for a moment, then went on to explain that on leaving the jailhouse he himself might tumble down the staircase and break his neck. Unlike most people, Willie had the chance to “prepare himself for that moment,” he pointed out.

Hannigan told Willie that he must face his death bravely and start a new life when he “got up from the chair the next day.” He shouldn’t “start it like a little crybaby.” But Willie was worried how painful his death would be. This is your chance to die like a man, Willie, Father Hannigan told him. One of the hardest things in life is to make “yourself learn how to die right.”

The priest’s words began to resonate with Willie. Dying like a man was important to him.

Besides, Father Hannigan said, you have nothing to fear, Willie. The electric chair will not hurt you. It will only tickle “for a little  while,” and then it will be all over. You’re not being hanged, Willie. “That would be a terrible way to die.”

By the end of their talk, Willie felt calmer. Nobody wants to die, Willie thought. But since he couldn’t do anything to stop it, there was no point in crying or worrying anymore. Father Hannigan had done what he could to help Willie meet his destiny.

Just as the sun was beginning to set that last evening, Sheriff Ozenne had visited the cell to discuss Willie’s last supper. He could have whatever he wanted, Ozenne told him. But the youth was only interested in ice cream, and Ozenne prompted Willie into adding a steak to his order. An hour later, Ozenne returned with what he considered the best steak in town. And, Willie thought, “more ice cream than I could eat.”

Now that the end was near, Willie was getting along well with Ozenne and his deputies. They never spoke harshly to him, and since Willie didn’t get “sassy” much, they’d give him the little things he asked for, even if it meant bending a rule or two.

After his dinner, Willie had laid down on his cot in the dark cell. But he couldn’t take his mind off the electric chair. Why was it called the “hot seat,” he wondered? Father Hannigan had told him it only tickled, but if the seat was also hot, it must also burn. And burning did not tickle. Finally, Willie tried to put the chair out of his mind. He had promised Father Hannigan that he was going to be a man and not a child. He would not cry. “Boy, you sure feel funny when you know you’re going to die,” Willie thought. “Almost like you know something only God should know.”

Dogs barked at all hours in the yards across Iberia Street, and the sounding of the bells from St. Peter’s Church across the railroad tracks marked the time. For Willie, the evening dragged on.

At one point he took hold of his Bible and flipped through its now worn pages. Born into a Roman Catholic family, Willie went to church on Sundays at Notre Dame de Perpetual Secours Church in St. Martinville, just a block from the jail where he was  to die tomorrow. In truth, he wasn’t very religious. As he’d confessed to Father Hannigan, he spent a lot of time at church thinking not of the Lord but of what he was going to do once he got home and changed out of his Sunday best. Once his days had become numbered, however, Willie had finally been able to concentrate on the words in the Good Book. Over the past eight months, he’d labored his way through his Bible in his attempt to get ready for his new life—as Father Hannigan had recommended.

Willie knew that tomorrow he would be dead and that “they will bury me in a cold cold grave.” He pictured himself looking at his own “grave-marker.” For the last time, he got down on his knees and prayed. “God, tonight is the last time I will sleep in a bed because tomorrow I will have to sit down on that chair and die. Please help me to die.” That night, Willie dreamed of “a bunch of us boys sitting on the bayou banks but I was the only one who wasn’t having a good time.” In his dream, everyone was laughing, but Willie just stood on the bank. “I was looking to the other side of the Bayou but I couldn’t see anything. It was all fuzzy and blurred about in the middle of the Bayou.”
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Willie reached up and ran his hand across his freshly shaved scalp. The inmate wiped the razor clean against a towel, then stepped back and paused to admire his work. “Well, Willie,” he said. “I guess that’s one haircut you won’t have to pay for.”

Willie smiled, then broke out laughing. He knew the inmate was only trying to take Willie’s mind off the electric chair. Soon Sheriff Ozenne and his deputy were laughing, too. After that the four of them began trading jokes. “For a little while,” Willie reflected, “dying didn’t seem such a bad thing.”

About an hour before noon, Sheriff Ozenne returned to Willie’s cell and asked him if he was ready to go home. Willie nodded, and  the deputies prepared him for the ride to St. Martinville—his legs were shackled, his hands cuffed in front of him.

His cell door was unlocked, and Willie began to lead the sheriff and one deputy down the seven-cell corridor of the east wing, where a hand-cranked row of bars was opened. At the end of the corridor, he paused to take one last look at his pink cell. His stomach was beginning to turn—a “funny crawling feeling” he got upon leaving the “death cell.” He took a deep breath while the other prisoners stared on in respect. And fear. Willie walked through the area known as “the bullpen,” where the deputies and guards gathered to listen to the radio or play bourré, the Cajun card game. Sheriff Ozenne looked more serious and somber now; a heavier mood had set upon him as he pointed Willie toward the elevator. The inmate who had shaved Willie’s head gave him a small farewell wave of the finger.

The New Iberia jail was located on the fourth floor of the courthouse, and after the elevator doors closed, Willie was sure the sheriff and his deputy could hear his heart pounding, hear how loudly the fearful thoughts were screaming through his mind. As the elevator descended, Willie felt a wave of nausea consume him. He closed his eyes for a moment and hoped he wouldn’t get sick. The elevator stopped and the door opened. Willie began walking through the courthouse lobby toward the large aluminum doors. Outside the courthouse, he squinted his eyes and blocked the sun with his cuffed hands. In front of him stood the large bronze statue of Lady Justice at the top of the stairs to the courthouse. A robe draped over her, she had one hand extended for justice; the other, for equality.

At the front of the stairs, a black Ford sedan was waiting with its back door open. Willie carefully maneuvered his shackled legs down the courthouse stairs. When he got to the sedan, he took one final look at the small rectangular window of his jail cell on top of the courthouse.

A deputy got in the sedan first and slid all the way across the backseat. Transfer protocol required prisoners to be seated between two police officers, so Willie got in next, and Sheriff Ozenne followed. Ozenne liked Willie, and he would have liked to have given him a clear window view on his last ride, but he didn’t want to put any ideas of escape into Willie’s head.

The sedan pulled away from the New Iberia courthouse. Willie tried to concentrate on all Father Hannigan had told him about being brave. His tongue felt stuck to the roof of his mouth, and his ears were ringing. He couldn’t have spoken if he had wanted to. Ozenne, Willie, and the deputy sat in stony silence as the sedan turned down Main Street, away from New Iberia and toward St. Martinville. A large sign, suspended by wire between two telephone poles, hung over Main Street at its end and offered a friendly farewell: “Come Again.”

Willie looked down at his feet, noticing his shoes were “nice and shiny.” He figured he’d only get to make about “fifty more steps in my nice clean shoes and then I would be dead.”

“Don’t worry, Willie,” a deputy said, “it won’t hurt you very much. You won’t even feel it.”

But Willie wasn’t worried about the pain. He was “more worried about the fact that it was going to kill me.”

The car glided down the flat, two-lane gravel road that cut through the endless sugarcane fields Willie knew so well. The fields terrified black children, because they’d heard the stories of whites who forced blacks to strip before “running” them naked through the razor-sharp stalks. They would emerge with hundreds of bloody, searing cuts on their bodies. After the sedan crossed the Bayou Teche, Willie’s knees began shaking uncontrollably. Outside the car window lay the banks of the bayou where Willie once swam with his friends, fished, and climbed trees. “More than anything else we liked to eat figs,” Willie remembered. “We would snitch them and go sit on the bank and see who could throw them the farthest out into the water.” Willie noticed, too, the baseball field he and his friends would claim whenever they could find a ball and a broomstick.

For the drive, Sheriff Ozenne had arranged one final favor for the boy he had come to like so well. He had the driver make a left turn down Randolph Street instead of going straight to the St. Martinville jail. Willie had lived at 800 Washington Street his whole life, and as the sedan slowly drove its length, Willie craned his neck in the hope of catching one final glance of his mother inside the small, wooden, one-story, dull gray house in the black section of town. She was there, but Willie did not know that she was sick in her bed, and he could not see her. He kept his eyes on the house until it faded from view, while pebbles from the road kept popping up against the fenders like hard rain on a tin roof.

The sedan turned left on Main Street, where the large, white-pillared courthouse commanded the view. It was there, eight months earlier, that Willie had been tried and convicted of the murder of Andrew Thomas, the popular Cajun owner of the town pharmacy. On that last visit to the courthouse, the judge had sentenced him to death. This morning, Willie’s name had made the front page of the St. Martinville Weekly Messenger under the headline:




NEGRO MURDERER TO DIE HERE TODAY
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When the sedan pulled up to the curb, dozens of townfolks ran up to the car for a “last look” at the boy. Sheriff Ozenne and his deputy moved Willie through the crowd, much of it sad, more of it angry. Many blacks had shown up in support of Willie, men and women who were convinced that Willie was the victim of a frame-up and disgusted by the sham of a trial that had condemned him. Whites had come out in larger numbers, mostly to see Willie Francis pay the price for the murder of a beloved town figure.

Willie searched the crowd, hoping for a final look at his father, but he did not see him before he was taken behind the courthouse, to the squat, redbrick, two-story building that was the St. Martin Parish jail. An eight-foot wooden fence surrounded it, and the mossy branches of a live oak loomed over the tiny jail. Over the years this oak had claimed its share of Negroes, whose bodies were hanged by rope under its branches, until the State of Louisiana, in 1940, decided upon the more humane method of death by electrocution.

A truck was parked on the street behind the jail; the chair had reached its destination. Captain Foster and Vincent Venezia had arrived at the St. Martinville courthouse around 8:30 in the morning. They’d driven the truck around back and parked it on Saint Martin Street, behind the jail. The execution room was on the second floor, so they were going to have to haul the bulky oaken chair up a staircase—not a pleasant prospect in light of the already sweltering heat and the fact that they had barely slept after their late night in the saloons of New Iberia.

Residents of St. Martinville, once they caught sight of the odd vehicle, had begun to gather behind the jail. Children had also gathered around Louisiana’s unmarked truck, and some had climbed trees. They gawked at the two gruff men from Angola who together swung open the back doors of the truck and began to unload the chair. An unlit cigar hung from Foster’s lips. Formidable-looking and loud, he hadn’t shaved, and onlookers kept their distance as he barked instructions at Venezia. When they’d gotten the chair out of the truck, deputies from the St. Martin Parish sheriff’s office came out to discuss the logistics of the operation with the executioners from Angola. Indeed, the chair would have to be carried up a narrow staircase to the second floor. Foster decided they would run the wires out the second-story window and back to the truck, where they could be connected to the large generator that powered the chair.

After hauling the chair to the second floor, the two executioners returned to the truck. The chair was so heavy that there was no need to secure it to the floor. An onlooker that day would later testify that he saw Venezia hand Foster a flask and both men drink from it. Foster then went back into the jail with an eight-foot high, green steel electrical switchboard, “polka-dotted with needled dials,” which he proceeded to connect to the wires running through the window. Venezia stayed inside the van of the truck and hooked the wires on his end to the generator made by International Harvester. Once the chair was in position and the switchboard fully connected, Venezia fired up the powerful engine. The sound was deafening. Because the truck was parked so close to the jail, the deputies had to shout to be heard, even inside the small execution room.

Foster told Venezia that the chair was ready to be tested, but the first run indicated a problem with the electrical connection. Foster wet his thumb with his tongue, then wiped some dust and grime off a glass dial. He didn’t like what the needles were doing, so he went back down the stairs to the truck, where he and Venezia reworked the wiring from scratch. Certain that the chair was now in working order, they slipped behind the truck for another pull from the flask. Then, at ten minutes before twelve, they fired up the generator and let it run to build up the necessary voltage for a fatal blast.

Meanwhile, Sheriff Ozenne and his deputy led Willie up the stairs inside the jail. The three of them entered the L-shaped room, which was not much larger than a tennis table. Willie finally got a glimpse of the chair that was to take his life, and it scared him to look at it. It was propped against the northern wall of the jail; its leather buckles and straps dangled ominously to the side. “I wished I had seen my father instead,” Willie thought. Thick black cables entered from the window, ran, like snakes, across the wooden planked floor, and were attached to the chair’s tall back. At its top was a crown of metal and gauze bolted to a leather strap—a crown that  would be dipped in salt water and fastened to Willie’s freshly shaved head, then secured to the back of the chair. Already this chair had snuffed out the lives of twenty-two men in Louisiana. And one woman: the comely and slender Toni Jo Henry, who, just two and a half years earlier, had cried when she was told her head had to be shaved. “Look,” she said, “I’ve been condemned to execution, not mutilation.”

The half-dozen witnesses crowded the room. Their white faces were familiar to just about everyone in town and to each other, but they engaged in no conversation. Willie could feel their silence beyond the deafening, ghastly roar of the dynamo just outside the jail. He met the gaze of one of them, just a step away from him. It was Sidney Dupois, the barber.

“What are you doing here?” Willie asked.

“I came to be with you, Willie,” Dupois answered.

Willie wanted to ask how Little Sid was doing, but his mouth was dry and he was scared. Cuffed and shackled, Willie shuffled toward the chair that would take him from this world. When he turned and tried to sit, Sheriff Leonard Resweber grabbed him by the arm and walked him out to a cell across the hall.

There, sitting on a cot, was Father Maurice Rousseve, the bespectacled priest from Notre Dame, the black church just outside the jail. Father Rousseve, a tall, scholarly man who was ordained in the country’s first class of black Catholic priests, had known Willie for years. He had instructed the nuns at Notre Dame to bring the schoolchildren into the church, where they would pray for Willie’s soul at the time of his execution. Willie had attended public school in St. Martinville, but education for blacks in town ended in the sixth grade. Willie only got as far as third.

Sitting beside him on the cot, Rousseve told Willie that he had nothing to be frightened of because he was just minutes from heaven. In “rich, round tones,” the Creole priest assured Willie, too,  that he personally would take good care of his family and counsel them through the sad days to come. When Willie rose from the cot, he’d been comforted by Father Rousseve’s words. He appeared to be ready to accept his fate. At that point, Sheriff Resweber walked over to Willie’s side and read the State of Louisiana’s death decree:Now, Therefore, I, James Davis, Governor of the State of Louisiana, do hereby direct and require you, the Sheriff of the Parish of St. Martin, to cause the execution to be done on the body of said Willie Francis so convicted and condemned, in all things according to the judgment and sentence of said Court and the law in all such cases made and provided, by electrocution, that is, causing to pass through the body of the said Willie Francis a current of electricity of sufficient intensity to cause death, and the application and continuance of such current through the body of the said Willie Francis, until said Willie Francis is dead.




Outside the jail, Willie’s father, Frederick Francis, was pacing helplessly, first back and forth, then in circles. Busy arranging for a hearse, he had just missed Willie’s arrival from New Iberia. Relegated to the noisy area outside the jail, he was trying frantically to catch one last glimpse of Willie alive. But as the hour drew closer to noon, he grew more forlorn as he minded the hearse and coffin that would carry his son’s body from the jail. Already exhausted, he was becoming increasingly delirious from the long wait under the hot sun. Francis had spent the previous night getting a small tombstone in place over a bumpy patch of land beneath a pecan tree in the back of the cemetery for St. Martinville’s blacks. For this proud, grief-stricken father of thirteen children, who had sent one son, Adam Francis, off to fight for his nation in World War II, the state-planned execution of his youngest child was more than he could  bear. Staring at the second-floor window of the room where Willie was awaiting a life-ending jolt of electricity, Frederick Francis continued to pace.

The bells at Notre Dame de Perpetual Secours Church sounded at noon, their peal barely audible above the din of the generator. Willie’s time had come. Leaving the cell, Sheriff Resweber gave Willie a nod, and the boy followed him across the hall to the execution room and shuffled over to the chair. This time Resweber let him sit. Deputies approached. They removed the handcuffs and leg shackles. Willie’s dangling feet barely touched the floor.

The deputies began strapping Willie down, starting with his slender arms. Leather straps drew his biceps to his sides and secured them to the back of the chair. Straps fastened his wrists to the armrests. One thick strap seat-belted him tightly at the waist. One deputy ripped his left pant leg; another placed an electrode on his calf to improve conductivity once the current surged to Willie’s body.

Willie looked into the eyes of his red-faced executioner, Captain Ephie Foster, who stared back at him. Foster instructed the deputies to buckle the strap onto Willie’s left thigh. Everyone seemed to be buzzing around him. The deputies continued fastening, clipping, and buckling things. Willie broke into a sweat. The coldness he felt seemed to increase with the roar of the generator.

Willie was breathing hard. For several minutes in the small, cramped death room, the witnesses were still, as if they were waiting in silent, keen anticipation for that precise second on the clock to arrive when they could get to the part they had all come for. They stood about uncomfortably, saying nothing. Carrying a view camera mounted on a tripod, Father Rousseve stepped to the front of the room. Sheriff Resweber had consented to the portrait, so Rousseve adjusted the tripod, slipped his head under a dark cloth, and snapped a picture. Rousseve had photographed many of the couples who appeared before him on their wedding days, and he’d done portraits of countless children on the day of their First Holy Communion at the church across the street from the jail. Now he had just photographed one of his young parishioners strapped into Louisiana’s electric chair, his head slumped forward. “A beaten animal,” ready to accept his fate.

Captain Foster allowed Rousseve to finish. Behind him, George Etie, the one-armed owner of the Green Lantern and one of the New Iberians who had taken up Foster’s offer to see the nigger fry, stood against the rear wall of the room. Finally, Foster broke the silence. “OK,” he said, and with that, Sheriff Resweber stepped forward.

“Is there anything you’d like to say?” the sheriff asked.

Willie shook his head no. Resweber paused for a moment, in the event Willie might be gathering himself for a final statement. Father Rousseve again came forward, this time with a steel crucifix, which he pressed to Willie’s lips for him to “kiss the cross.” Then, along with the sheriff, Rousseve stepped to the back of the room. Another moment passed. A sudden movement behind him made Willie flinch. Someone pulled something, a hood, maybe, over Willie’s face; the leather mask caught him by surprise. Black and thick, it clung tightly to his face, although a small slit near his mouth made it possible for him to breathe. The man then tightened the gauze crown—soaked in water so that the electricity could travel unimpeded to Willie’s head—and secured it to the chair. Roughly, he attempted to gag Willie’s mouth with a leather band that he strapped to the back of the chair. Willie’s head banged back against the hard wood.

“It hurts me the way you’re doing it,” Willie mumbled.

“It’ll hurt more after a while, Willie,” Captain Foster replied.

Gagged with the leather band, Willie sat in darkness now, the deafening noise of the engine amplifying his terror. Father Hannigan had told him the chair wouldn’t hurt.

Captain Foster crouched over the electrical switchboard resting on the floor, another half-smoked, unlit cigar clamped between his  lips. He was waiting for the generator to build to 2,500 volts, the level he wanted for delivering a powerful, fatal surge of electricity. When the needle on the switchboard finally indicated the machine was fully charged, Foster took one final glance at the black boy sitting in his chair.

Outside the jail, Frederick Francis was too agitated to take comfort from those who had gathered around him in support. Down the street at Notre Dame, black schoolchildren continued to pray alongside the nuns, the dull drone of the dynamo within their earshot. Perched on the branches of the giant oak, whites vied for a better view.

“Good-bye, Willie!” Captain Foster’s cruel voice boomed above the rattle of the chair’s noisy engine.

Willie, surprised by the captain’s farewell, tried to say good-bye. But his stutter and the leather band in his mouth prevented it.

In a grandiose manner fit for the stage, Foster reached down and slowly pulled the switch. Willie’s hands immediately clenched into fists. His body tensed, then stretched, as the first currents of electricity began to surge into him. He groaned audibly. He strained against the leather straps. He writhed in his agony. It felt like “a hundred and a thousand needles and pins” were pricking him, and his left leg felt like “somebody was cutting it with a razor blade.” His lips swelled gruesomely, their flesh puffing out from the slit in the leather mask. His nose got flattened. Just thirty seconds into the electrocution, Willie’s body, involuntarily jumping and seizing, convulsed under the current. The heavy, oaken death chair began to rock and slide across the floor before angling away from the witnesses, aghast at what they were seeing.

Then, just as suddenly, the current stopped. Aside from the generator, the room was quiet. Dr. Sidney Yongue, the parish coroner, stepped forward to pronounce Willie Francis dead. “Well, let’s examine him now,” he said.

His assistant, Dr. Bernard DeMahy, took one look at Willie. “It’s no use to examine him,” DeMahy said. “He’s breathing.”

Yongue looked up. Willie, slumped forward in the chair, was gasping for breath. Before Yongue could make a move, Foster, who had overheard the two doctors, spluttered, “Well, we’ll give him another one,” and threw the switch again.

The electricity tore through Willie’s body and again sent him into convulsions. Captain Foster was closely watching the boy in his chair and, sensing trouble, yelled out the window: “Give me some more juice down there!”

Venezia yelled back from the truck: “I’m giving you all I got now!”

Foster let the current flow, but clearly, something was wrong. Willie’s body continued to convulse, tense, and stretch under the voltage, each muscle fiber straining against the leather straps, until finally he screamed.

“Take it off! Take it off!” Willie shouted. “Let me breathe!” Foster stared, incredulously. “You’re not supposed to breathe!” he shot back, and let the electricity continue to surge at full strength.

Willie gasped, and summoned one final cry:

“I AM N-N-NOT DYING!”

The clarity of Willie’s pained, stuttered voice stunned Foster, who was beginning to realize that the State of Louisiana might not be getting its pound of flesh on this strange afternoon. Resweber turned to Foster and motioned for him to end it. Foster turned off the switch, stopping the current. Willie’s body sunk in the chair. The noisy generator shut down a moment later, and the room fell into a pristine silence.

Willie believed that he was dead. Without a word, the deputies began unstrapping him from the chair, and Willie was struck by the fact that, even in death, he could still “feel hands all over” his body—the same way it feels when you’re alive, he thought. It was strange to him that Sheriff Resweber and his deputies moved so fast.  “It seemed like they were in an awful hurry to get me out of that chair so they could bury me,” Willie thought.

Quickly, they pulled the mask from his head, and Willie blinked at the sudden light. His eyes slowly adjusted and met the faces of the “spellbound” witnesses to his execution. All of them, including the barber, Mr. Dupois, were stunned at the sight of Willie staring back at them, his eyes squinting and blinking, his chest heaving and gasping for breath. One by one, they began speaking to each other, their voices rising in a cacophony of excited chatter. Only moments before, he had screamed that he wasn’t dying. Then, everything went quiet, and he thought he must be dead. His head was ringing, and his body ached, and he could not understand what the voices around him were saying. But none of that mattered to Willie.

I’m not dead, he thought. The chair didn’t kill me.

The deputies loosened the straps, then peeled away the electrodes from his skin. Sheriff Ozenne grabbed Willie by the arm and helped him out of the chair. His body and head were still buzzing, but aside from a few unsteady steps at the beginning, Willie walked away from the electric chair. “Quivering with fright,” he did not look back. Still holding him by the arm, Ozenne led Willie past the stunned witnesses and an irate Captain Foster into the holding cell across the hall, where Willie lay down on a cot. A few minutes later, Dr. Yongue arrived with his doctor’s bag, and he and Dr. DeMahy examined Willie. They later noted in testimony that he was “stunned” and continued to have breathing difficulties, but that he would recover. Sheriff Ozenne offered to take Willie outside for some fresh air or bring him something to eat, but Willie shook his head.

“I just want to rest,” he said.
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Word traveled down the block to Notre Dame Church, where someone rushed down the aisle to inform the still praying nuns that  Willie Francis had survived the electric chair. There was a great deal of excitement in the pews, with the nuns proclaiming a miracle of divine intervention in the small Louisiana town.

Frederick Francis did not wait around to see his son. Instead, he climbed into the Model A hearse and rushed home to bring his family the news that Willie wasn’t killed.

Back in Sheriff Resweber’s office, the mood was more somber. Foster had just finished delivering the news to Warden Bazer, and now Resweber was on the phone with Jimmie Davis at Angola, charged with the unusual task of explaining to the governor what had gone wrong with the chair at the execution of Willie Francis in St. Martinville. Davis was incredulous. When Resweber asked if they should fix the chair and return Francis to it later in the day, Davis said he wanted to confer with his attorney general, Fred LeBlanc.

Would it be possible, Davis wondered, for the State of Louisiana to send Francis back to the chair after failing in the first attempt? LeBlanc considered Davis’s proposition and determined that there were “too many complications.” “On one side,” LeBlanc stated, “Francis was sentenced to die on a specific date. However, on the other hand, he was sentenced to be subjected to electric shock until dead. We’ll have to decide whether he can be put in the chair again under the original sentence.”

The decision was made, unanimously among the state officials, in less than an hour, and despite LeBlanc’s initial concerns. The State of Louisiana would send Willie Francis back to the chair where he would absorb electrical current until dead. And they would make sure to do it right this time. The officials conceded, however, that a second attempt that afternoon would be in poor taste, so they granted Francis a brief reprieve. Davis suggested a second attempt be made in one week, but Warden Bazer noted that the chair would be in Leesville, Louisiana, for another execution on that day. It was impossible, Bazer  said, for the State of Louisiana to perform two executions in one day. They decided, therefore, to schedule Willie’s second execution for May 9, 1946—just six days after the first attempt.

Governor Davis phoned Sheriff Resweber with the decision. After receiving Davis’s order, Resweber returned to the jail and gave his now twice-condemned prisoner the news. Willie Francis had six days. On May 9, he would once again make that long, quiet drive from New Iberia back to the same, two-story redbrick jail and sit in the same chair while the State of Louisiana would again send “a current of electricity of sufficient intensity to cause death, and the application and continuance of such current through the body of the said Willie Francis, until said Willie Francis is dead.”

The whole ordeal confounded Willie. One minute he was happy to be alive; the next he found himself again condemned. “It’s sort of like being glad you can sit on a gravestone without having the gravestone sit on top of you,” he’d later say.

How can they make me sit in that chair again? Willie wanted to know.

Resweber had no response. Instead, he focused on getting Willie back to New Iberia. On unsteady legs, Willie followed Sheriff Ozenne and his deputy out of the holding cell. He caught a glimpse of Captain Foster, who was now taking apart the electrical equipment; he was not in the best of moods. He shook his fist at Willie and cursed him: “I missed you this time, but I’ll kill you next week if I have to do it with a rock!” Foster shouted.

Willie smiled. And he kept his eyes and smile on Foster as he walked past, as if, though for only a moment, he would enjoy a small victory over his executioner. “I didn’t like the idea of going through that all over again,” Willie explained, “but I was so glad to be alive I didn’t say anything.”

Willie said good-bye to Father Rousseve. He was following Sheriff Ozenne out of the jail when he turned back again to the priest and said, “The Lord was with me that time.” Father Rousseve nodded.

Outside the jail, Willie surveyed the disbelieving crowd. They had expected him to be carried out in a box. They had seen his father with a coffin and hearse. They had heard the roar of the generator. But now the condemned boy was leaving the jail on his own two feet, just paces from the spot where the feet of another condemned man, Louis Michel, mistakenly reached the ground in a botched hanging half a century ago. Fear, joy, and superstition confounded the onlookers in this cursed town until someone broke the surly silence:

“They couldn’t kill the black bastard!”

Once in the sedan, Willie continued to glare at the white onlookers. As the car drove away from the St. Martinville courthouse square, Willie spotted a friendly face in the crowd and managed a wave with his manacled hands.

The drive back to New Iberia was just as quiet as the ride in to St. Martinville two hours earlier. They crossed the Bayou Teche, passed by the same banks, the same cane fields, and the same mossy oaks that hung over the two-lane gravel road. During the earlier ride, fear, dread, and sadness had rendered Willie incapable of speech. But now he was changed. Not only had he faced his own death, he had walked away from it—and from the chair that had haunted his sleep for nearly a year. As the sedan pulled up in front of the stark white courthouse in New Iberia, Willie glanced up at the top-floor window of the cell he’d been living in those long eight months. He was coming home. Because today the Lord was with him.

Sheriff Ozenne led Willie back up the stairs, across the verandah, through the large aluminum doors of the courthouse, and back into the elevator where he had nearly been sick earlier. He wasn’t in the cell long before Father Hannigan arrived to pay him a visit. The priest had already received word that Willie had cheated death, but he still couldn’t hide his surprise at seeing the lanky teenager alive. Equally excited to see Father Hannigan, Willie began telling him the whole story of the day’s strange events. Still slightly dazed from  the ordeal, he wanted Father Hannigan to know that he had gone to that chair like a man, that he had been ready to die with dignity.

“Yes,” Father Hannigan assured him, “you were brave, Willie. God has been good to you, son.”

Willie surprised Father Hannigan with his response. “Why, Father—God is always good!”

Quiet for a moment, the teenager had one more thing to tell Hannigan, who later recalled that it was “the closest thing to a reproach” he ever heard from the boy. “Father,” Willie stuttered, looking very seriously at the priest, “you were right. It did tickle me. But it sure hurt me, too!”

[image: 006]

As far as anyone knew, no one had ever before walked away from the electric chair. Willie Francis was the first, and news of this extraordinary occurrence was beginning to spread throughout Louisiana. Earlier, an irate Ephie Foster grumbled, “the chair didn’t work.” A wire, he said, must have been loose. Asked his name by reporters, Foster answered “Harry Dwyer,” who was a plumber back at Angola. By late afternoon more newsmen were arriving in St. Martinville with hopes of interviewing Willie. Sheriff Resweber, when asked what happened to the kid in the electric chair, told reporters, “He wasn’t even scorched.” But they wanted to hear from Willie himself, so they drove to the New Iberia jail. Seeing that Willie had no objection, a worn-down Sheriff Ozenne relented and led several reporters and a photographer down the narrow corridor to Willie’s cell.

Willie was lying on his cot when the throng of scribes in their customary brown hats and Pall Mall cigarettes in hand descended upon him with notebooks drawn. Still dizzy, Willie tried to concentrate on the barrage of questions directed at him.

“Willie! What was it like being in the electric chair?” one shouted.

Willie took a deep breath. “They walked me into the room and I saw the chair,” he began in his slow, Louisiana drawl. “I knowed it was a bad chair. I didn’t think about my whole life like at the picture show. Just ‘Willie, you goin’ outa this world in this bad chair.’ They began to strap me in the chair, and everything begun to look dazey. It was like the white folks watching was in a big swing, and they’d swing away and back and then right up close to me where I could hear them breathing. Sometimes I thought so loud it hurt my head. When they put the black bag over my head, I was all locked up inside the bag with loud thinkin’.”

The reporters scribbled furiously.

“The electric man could of been puttin’ me on a bus for New Orleans the way he said good-bye,” Willie said. “And I tried to say good-bye, but my tongue got stuck and I felt a burnin’ in my head and my left leg and I jumped against the straps. When the straps kept cuttin’ me I hoped I was alive, and I asked the electric man to let me breathe. That’s when they took the bag off my head.”

“How’d it feel, Willie?”

“Plumb mizzuble,” Willie stuttered. Earlier, he had told a reporter that the chair “tickled” him. “But I’m telling you that chair sure isn’t full of feathers.”

“What went wrong?” another reporter asked.

“God fool’d with the electric chair,” Willie answered.

“How’s that? What do you mean?”

Willie drew another deep breath, as if to cement the idea of divine intervention in his mind. “The Lord was with me,” he said.

The questions persisted, and Willie gave answers that filled up their pads.

“What was it like to taste death?” one reporter wanted to know.

Willie responded literally. “Like you got a mouth full of cold peanut butter,” he said, and added that it looked like “little blue and pink and green speckles, like shines in a rooster’s tail.”

“I reckon,” he added, “dying is black. Some folks say it’s gold. Some say it’s white as hominy grits. I reckon it’s black. I ought to know. I been mighty close.”

The New York Daily News would publish the interview with Willie, which caught the attention of Walter White, executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). In a column of his own, White wrote, “What a miracle that a virtually illiterate (but far from ignorant or untalented) boy should think in imagery as deeply moving and beautiful as any contemporary poet.”

What would he like to do if the State of Louisiana decided to keep him in jail and didn’t send him back to the chair? “I’d be happy to be a cook in the pen,” Willie answered. “I use to cook for my daddy pretty good and he says I got a knack with mustard greens and sidemeat.”

When the questions finally abated, a photographer asked for a picture. Willie obliged. The flash fired. The photograph pictures Willie calmly seated on the cot, alone in his cell, his bald head shining in the light from the naked bulb. Willie had given them a local story for the ages, a real bell-ringer, and they rushed off to meet deadlines for the next day’s headlines. Willie’s picture would, over the next few days, show up on the front page of newspapers around the country, with headlines declaring him “Indestructible” and “Lucky Willie Francis” above captions that read: “The Lad Who Cheated Chair” and “Negro Slayer Cheats Death.” One reporter dispatched to the small Cajun town noted, “Speaking of rumors, this place is chocked full of them. Like bees from a beehive, rumors fly fast here surrounding the Willie Francis case, giving it a background of treachery, danger and wanton murder.” The reporter added that there were people in St. Martinville who were “disappointed in Francis’ survival of the chair. . . . Alive he may yet reveal something that has not been uncovered in the case.”

As newspapermen converged on this sleepy sugar town, Ephie Foster and Vincent Venezia were heading in the opposite direction. They loaded the chair back onto the truck and drove slowly up Claiborne Street before turning left on Main. They had a long drive back to Angola, and they stopped for gas in the black part of town, near Willie’s house. Velma Johnson and some of her schoolmates from Father Rousseve’s elementary school at Notre Dame were watching from nearby as the two Angola men got out of the truck and swung open the rear doors, giving the children a clear view of the chair inside. While Venezia put gas in the truck, the big one, Foster, stared menacingly at the young black children before slamming the doors shut. “He made sure we all got a good look at that chair,” Johnson recounts. Then Foster and Venezia got back in the truck and put the cursed town of St. Martinville in their rearview mirror.

With his would-be executioners retreating across the horizon, Willie closed his eyes and drifted. His insides still tingled and buzzed. A train always blew for the crossing at Iberia Street, the whistle followed by the rumble of the long, heavy freight on the nearby tracks. Free, he could hop this slow train and take it nine miles to St. Martinville, then hop off, and in just a short walk be at the house on Washington Street. They’d all be there, his brothers and sisters, his parents, and they’d wrap their arms around him. On the wall of his cell, the words Willie wrote one month earlier were still visible—words anyone could see.

Of Course I Am Not a Killer
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