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Preface


The preposterousness of nearly a hundred years of litigation over a single tract of land, the enormous sums of money involved, and especially the colorful characters make this a fun story to tell. But to fully understand the logic (or lack thereof) of the many lawsuits, court decisions, and legal documents, a smattering of legal explanation is useful. I have tried to make that as painless as possible. As a lawyer, the normal urge was to write this story in the style of a legal brief or law review article. You know, using lots of legalese and hundreds of footnotes. While I admit to giving in to a few footnotes, for the most part, I would like to think I successfully resisted.

I have not been particularly neutral, unbiased, or kind towards some of the lawyers and characters involved in the Spindletop story. However, as a social scientist, a lawyer (one of three lawyers in my family—surely that gives me some license), and a former homicide investigator, I couldn’t resist offering my opinion on some of the events and human motivations. The opinions are mine. Reasonable people may differ.

I am convinced that a historian could easily spend a lifetime researching Spindletop and the Humphries claims. The temptation to get lost in the minutia of the story is great. I confess to wandering a bit, too.





A Cast of Characters



The Killing


8:00 p.m., Monday, August 18, 1986

Highway 73 near the M Half Circle Ranch, Jefferson County, Texas.

Jefferson County is located in the southeast corner of Texas. The county is primarily low coastal land and the Gulf of Mexico is its southern border. Much of the county is still rural and supports ranching.

The M Half Circle Ranch is on Texas Highway 73 about twenty miles south of Beaumont and some twenty miles west of Port Arthur. Running east and west, 73 becomes a sparsely populated two-lane highway when it leaves Port Arthur and heads towards Winnie, just inside neighboring Chambers County. The ranch is on the north side of 73, between Labelle and Wilford Roads. The entrance is marked by a roadside mailbox with “M Half Circle Ranch” lettered on it and two reflectors on its post. A single-lane road leads from 73 north into the property. A few car lengths off the highway, a locked gate keeps unwanted visitors out. Other than an occasional car passing on 73, the area is deserted.
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Ranch entrance

It was getting dark as Joe and Marie Perkins drove the pickup towards the ranch. At fifty-six, Joe was still quite capable of causing himself women trouble. He had already been married and divorced several times in the past few years, and, now that she knew about Rosine, Marie wanted out. On top of that, he and Rosine had argued. His threat had angered her, and her temper scared him. His job as her ranch hand was through, and he knew he would be lucky if that was the worst of it.
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Joe Perkins

2600 Ashley Avenue, Beaumont, Texas.

When Rosine thought of the McFaddin Family, just like the “G” in God, the “F” in Family was always capitalized. With a hundred years of Family money, power, and social position, W.P.H. McFaddin’s granddaughter was accustomed to having things her way. Rosine was a woman of action and one definitely to be reckoned with. She had no patience with those who opposed her and little control over her fierce temper.

Rosine was angry. Once Joe Perkins had been a solution. After all, at seventy, her husband, Will, was eleven years older than she. They did not share a bedroom, and he had lots of medical problems. Now Joe was a problem. It was bad enough that people were talking. Worse yet, a new, better funded and much more sophisticated Humphries attack was underway. Now they had a real genealogist! Well, the Humphries weren’t going to get any help from Joe Perkins. Family interests must always be protected.
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Rosine McFaddin Wilson

photo courtesy of the Beaumont Enterprise

Will was not home yet. Making her decision, Rosine left a note and, taking a pistol from the closet, got into her Cadillac to find Joe.

8:30 p.m., M Half Circle Ranch.

It was dark when the Cadillac’s headlights picked up the reflectors on the mailbox post and Rosine turned onto the ranch road. The pickup was stopped on the highway side of the gate, headed towards 73. She saw Joe lock the gate and get behind the wheel.

Recognizing the Cadillac, Joe sat in the pickup and waited for her. The pickup took up most of the single lane, and Rosine drove partially off the road to get next to Joe. She pulled up driver’s side to driver’s side, just a few feet apart from each other. Their windows were down. Rosine picked up her pistol and fired a shot into Joe’s chest. In shock and disbelief Joe gasped, “Son of a bitch, she shot me!” He gunned the pickup and sped out of the ranch road, getting away from her and the gun. Blood was already starting to soak his shirt as he turned right on 73 towards Winnie.

Rosine felt better. Turning the Cadillac around, she headed east on 73 and started back to Beaumont. In the darkness and the excitement, she hadn’t noticed Marie sitting in the passenger seat of the pickup.

Westbound 73 between M Half Circle Ranch and Wilford Road.

Joe had to stop. He was losing blood and couldn’t breathe. Marie ran around to the driver’s side, moved him over and drove the remaining mile or so to the home of Leo and Joyce Brown on Wilford Road. They called for the Winnie Fire Department’s ambulance while Joe lay bleeding in the pickup. He was dead before the ambulance arrived.
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Wilford Road, north off State Highway 73
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Wilford Road home of Leo and Joyce Brown
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2600 Ashley Avenue.

As Marie and the Browns waited on Wilford Road for the ambulance, Rosine arrived back home. While she was confident that no one had seen her shoot Joe, she still felt it was prudent to get rid of the gun.

9:25 p.m., Brown residence, Wilford Road just off Highway 73.

Richie W. Droddy, a Jefferson County sheriff’s deputy, arrived at the Brown’s house on Wilford Road. Joe Perkins lay dead from the gunshot wound. Marie told Deputy Droddy that Rosine McFaddin Wilson killed Joe. Jack Cravy, Jefferson County’s Precinct 4 justice of the peace and coroner, was called to the scene. Cravy pronounced Joe dead and ordered an autopsy. The sheriff knew the investigation of a McFaddin accused of murder in Jefferson County was going to require careful handling.

Tuesday, August 19, 1986, Beaumont.

Satisfied that she was now back in control, Rosine was in a bank trustee’s meeting when sheriff’s sergeants Jay White and John Gowling found her and informed her of Joe’s death. She made no attempt to disguise her annoyance that they had dared to interrupt her important meeting because of a dead ranch hand. She managed to ask if he had died of a heart attack. Since Rosine was adamant about continuing her meeting, the deputies left when she agreed to meet with them at the sheriff’s office when she was through.

Later that day she came to the sheriff’s office with Will. That proved to be a mistake. Sergeant Gowling interviewed Will apart from Rosine while Sergeant White, one of Jefferson County’s female deputies, spoke with Rosine. Rosine continued to deny all knowledge of the incident. She said that she had played bridge and done some shopping between 4 and 7 p.m. on Monday, and that she had not left home after that. It was then that Sergeant White told Rosine of Marie’s story about Rosine shooting Joe at the ranch Monday evening.

Knowing her gun would never be found and that it was just Marie Perkin’s word against a McFaddin, Rosine stuck to her own story. She said she couldn’t understand why Marie would lie like that. She suggested that Marie must have it in for them because Joe had been fired. Then, ever the resourceful opportunist, Rosine saw a way to misdirect the investigation. “You need to check out Marie Perkins,” she said. “She’s getting a divorce and was about to leave her husband. I guess now she’s got an instant divorce.” If it wasn’t for Will and her note, it might have worked.

As Rosine was in one room denying she had been at the ranch and shifting the investigative focus towards Marie, in the other room Will was telling Sergeant Gowling that when he came home Monday evening he found Rosine’s note saying she was going to the ranch. Despite her lie and Marie’s statement, Rosine was a McFaddin and the sheriff’s office didn’t arrest her. Still, now that she was caught in a lie, Rosine had a problem.

Wednesday, August 20, 1986.

Rosine needed a new story and a way out of this mess. When she couldn’t solve a problem by her direct personal action, even Rosine looked for help. By Wednesday afternoon she was ready. Accompanied by her lawyer, Lum Hawthorn, a noted Beaumont criminal attorney, Rosine told Sergeant White the shooting had been accidental. She didn’t think she had hit Joe. It was because she was so surprised when they told her Joe was dead, that she panicked and denied she was at the ranch that night. The sheriff decided to continue the investigation. But Justice of the Peace Jack Cravy thought the preferential treatment of a McFaddin had gone on long enough.
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Jack Cravy

photo courtesy of the Beaumont Enterprise

Monday, August 25, 1986.

Arrested on a warrant issued by Jack Cravy, Rosine was brought before him to be arraigned on the charge of murder. He set bond at $25,000. She paid the bond and was released.

Rosine wasn’t having a good week. That Friday, the 29th, there was another Humphries story in the paper. It had a particularly irritating quote from a Humphries heir saying that the McFaddins had “been driving my Mercedes Benz for too long.”

Thursday, September 4, 1986, Beaumont.

The Jefferson County Grand Jury was not persuaded by the accidental shooting story. Following a session lasting until 12:30 a.m. Thursday, they indicted Rosine for first degree murder.


In the Beginning


When today’s Texas was still part of Mexico, under a plan to populate the area brought about through the efforts of Stephen Austin, colonization laws entitled certain early settlers to land grants from the government. Qualified heads of families got a first class headright, consisting of both a league of land (4,428 acres) for ranching and a labor of land (177.1 acres) for farming. Throughout history, perhaps because man is a territorial animal, the urge to acquire land and the compulsion to defend it has been an awesome motivating force—a force equal to and often intertwined with another basic human motivation, greed.

September 27, 1834

Town of San Augustine, State of Coahuila and Texas, Mexico.

Colonist William Humphries applies for his headright league. His petition, assigned number 118 and written with a flourishing hand in the officially required Spanish, is approved, and Arthur Henrie is authorized to survey Humphries’ league. For reasons not clear now, Humphries’ first name is recorded as “Pelham” rather than William. Unable to read or write, he does not recognize the error and signs the petition by making his mark.

February 14, 1835

Town of Nacogdoches, State of Coahuila and Texas, Mexico

The survey having been properly concluded, Citizen Jorge Antonio Nixon, Special Commissioner of the Supreme Government of the State of Coahuila and Texas, issues a title of possession to the surveyed league in the name of “Pelham” Humphries.

The Pelham Humphries league is located along the west bank of the Neches River, a few miles south of present-day Beaumont. Surveyor Henrie describes the league as containing eight labors of arable land and the remainder pasture. Although not described in the survey, the league includes roughly one-third of a geologic formation now recognized as a salt dome. While only about thirty feet high and perhaps a mile at its widest point, it was nonetheless a significant prominence above the otherwise low and flat coastal plane. Originally called “Big Hill” by the locals, the area came to be called “Spindletop.”
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Original Pelham Humphries survey.

October 6, 1835

Town of San Augustine, State of Coahuila and Texas, Mexico

The error of Humphries’ title of possession being issued in the name of “Pelham,” rather than William, is recognized. To correct the error, William executes a power of attorney as follows:

I do hereby constitute and appoint Wm. Inglish my agent to take a title out of the Commissioners office in Nacogdoches and to alter from Pilham to William my true and propper name San Agustin Oct 6. 1835

his

William × Umphreys

mark

It may have been that Mr. Inglish was confused about which document was which, since they were all written in Spanish. Perhaps someone else had a hand in the matter. But, for whatever reason, the title of possession was not changed from Pelham to William, his “true and propper name.” Instead, it was Humphries’ original petition for the league that was altered to read “William” instead of “Pelham.”

December 1883

There was plenty of recorded activity on the title after William’s misdirected power of attorney to Inglish. Between September 27, 1834, and January 10, 1901, Jefferson County records show more than twenty deeds on all or portions of the Pelham Humphries league. In 1883 W.P.H. McFaddin became the owner of record.

10:00 a.m. January 10, 1901, Beaumont, Texas

Drilling under a lease from McFaddin, Wiess and Kyle (a partnership with the husbands of W.P.H.’s first cousins), and Anthony Lucas, drawn to the project by Beaumont’s own oil guru, Pattillo Higgins, brought in America’s first oil “gusher” on the Humphries’ league section of Big Hill. For nine days, until a way was devised to cap it, a six-inch stream of oil shot more than a hundred feet into the air.

[image: Images]

The Lucas gusher at Spindletop, January 10, 1901. This is the discovery well that heralded the age of liquid fuel and made Texas an oil state.

Photo courtesy Texas Mid-Continent Oil & Gas Assn.

As the news spread, Spindletop’s gusher drew people like California’s gold rush and the Klondike. Beaumont’s population exploded. Forty thousand new people arrived, seemingly overnight, seeking their fortune in oil. Trading in oil leases was furious and the Texas oil industry leaped into life. From that single gusher, the Spindletop field grew to more than three hundred wells in record time. In some cases, the derricks were so close to each other that a man could actually step from one derrick floor to another.

Spindletop attracted big names and big money. The Mellon family invested over five million. Oil giants Gulf and Texaco started at Spindletop. Howard Hughes Sr. began his billion dollar oil-tool dynasty after drilling at Spindletop.

As was to be expected, the mass of people and money at Spindletop also drew drunks, hookers, brawlers, killers, liars, and cheats. Just staying alive was tough. Beaumont’s chief of police advised people to “tote” guns to protect themselves and to “tote ’em in your hands . . . so everybody can see you’re loaded.” Because of the rampant schemes designed to separate oil-hungry newcomers from their money, the descriptive term “swindletop” became popular.

[image: Images]

In some cases the derricks were so close to each other that a man could actually step from one derrick floor to another. Photo circa 1903.

In addition, Humphries’ heirs began what has become a ninety-year attack, asserting ownership rights to the Pelham Humphries league and the past oil revenues. The Humphries have been tenacious but the McFaddins and the oil companies have traditionally been better financed and are tough fighters themselves.
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Higgins’ Jefferson County map, circa 1898
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Top, Pelham Humphries league, 1994

[image: Images]

Left, wooden oil tank on the Pelham Humphries league at Spindletop. A remnant from the past.
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Spindletop today
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Gunfight at Nacogdoches


For the past fifty years most of the Humphries’ claims to the land and the oil revenues at Spindletop have generally relied on their kinship to “Pelham” Humphries. Brown Peregoy, the one-time head of various Humphries associations, recites their position like a religious mantra:

Pelham Humphries was a bounty hunter for the Mexican government;

On September 5, 1835, Pelham was killed in a gunfight at the Hawthorne boarding house in Nacogdoches;

Pelham was killed on the orders of William McFaddin just when Pelham was about to arrest McFaddin for cattle rustling;

McFaddin escaped arrest and laid claim to Pelham’s league of land for his cattle operation;

Being unmarried and having no children of his own, Pelham’s only heirs were his brother “William” Humphries, his sister Betsie Janie Humphries, and a half brother, Elisha V. Humphries Jr.;

Peregoy and his group of heirs are the descendants of Pelham’s brother William Humphries;

William’s name was added to the original Spanish title as part of a fraud to take the land away from Pelham;

William Humphries’ true heirs never sold their interest in the Spindletop league, and all deeds, including those to “W.P.H. McFaddin,” are fraudulent;

In furtherance of the conspiracy to defraud the true Humphries’ heirs, the initials “W.P.H.” in front of the McFaddin name stand for the adopted name “William Pelham Humphries” McFaddin took to make people think he had a connection to Pelham Humphries.

Finally, there is an escrow account with the oil money that belongs to Spindletop’s true owners—William Humphries’ heirs.

As might be expected, the estimated amount in escrow increases as time goes by. The 1947 lawsuit against the McFaddins and the oil companies brought by Peregoy’s uncle L.B. Glover sought a modest 500 million. To his credit, despite a 1986 article estimating the escrow account at “trillions” of dollars, Peregoy showed great restraint in asking for a mere 200 billion in his 1989 lawsuit.

If Peregoy’s analysis is correct, to share in the benefits of “Uncle Pel’s” league at Spindletop, proof of each potential heir’s actual lineage to Pelham’s brother William Humphries is necessary. For this daunting task, Brown Peregoy sought professional assistance.

July 1984

James W. Petty is a respected genealogist headquartered in Salt Lake City. After being contacted by Peregoy, then serving as the head of the Pelham Humphries Heirs Association, Jim Petty’s intellectual and academic curiosity was piqued. He entered into a contract to do the research necessary for association members.


Family Values


Early September 1986, Salt Lake City, Utah

Rosine and Will’s plane was just landing in Salt Lake City. Following her arrest and arraignment, Rosine had to cope with the resulting personal indignity of being arrested as a murderer and, worse yet, the bad Family publicity. Coping was not something she did well. She tried to set things right by releasing her own statements that it was an “accidental” shooting, and, in an interesting example of convoluted thinking, by blaming the victim—after all, it wouldn’t have happened if Joe hadn’t been there. Under that logic, John Wilkes Booth wasn’t guilty—after all, it wouldn’t have happened if Lincoln hadn’t been at the theater.

Whether they really believed her or not, the usual McFaddin entourage offered their support, but, just like the Grand Jury, the general public wasn’t buying it. Ever since they could remember, Rosine had been blunt, arrogant, and demanding. Just as describing the Titanic as having had a “leak” isn’t the full story, Rosine’s self-effacing admission that she had a “tart tongue” didn’t go nearly far enough. In the past she had merely verbally skewered people, now she shot them. Rosine was just not a likeable person.

Talk of her affair with Joe gained momentum too. Rumor had it that the affair, coupled with the Humphries’ Spindletop claims, was the motive for Joe’s murder; she had used Joe and then, after they had a falling out, killed him when he threatened to go to the Humphries and reveal her Family’s secrets showing how the McFaddins had cheated the Humphries out of their rights to Spindletop.

Her lawyer, Lum Hawthorn, had a number of strategies he wanted to try. Some looked promising, but Rosine could not leave the fate of a McFaddin charged with murder in the hands of a Jefferson County jury.

In the meantime, she still had the Humphries to worry about. While Joe himself could no longer be a source of information, she had to know how much Jim Petty knew. Petty could be real trouble. He had the credentials. People would listen to him. Had Joe talked to him? She found Jim’s number as soon as they got to their room at the Marriott in Salt Lake City.

Jim was busy researching in the Family History Library downtown, so it was Mrs. Petty that answered the phone. Rosine was her usual demanding self, intense and insistent: no matter that he was out working on another project; she had flown in especially to see Mr. Petty; it was very, very important; she just had to meet with him today; she had to return tomorrow; where was he?

After getting directions and Jim’s description from the unsuspecting Mrs. Petty, Rosine and Will found Jim at work in the library that same afternoon. They introduced themselves, saying they wanted to engage him to do some genealogy research on the McFaddin Family.

Jim Petty is an intelligent and perceptive man. From the outset, Rosine’s stated purpose for meeting with him didn’t ring true. Flying from Beaumont to Salt Lake City particularly to hire Jim, without having contacted him ahead of time to, if nothing more, make sure he would even be there, was not normal or rational. But, to the genealogist, what was even more telling was that, for someone ostensibly wanting to start a genealogy project, Rosine brought no papers or family documents with her. That was truly an aberration.

As planned, the discussion turned to Jim’s work for the Humphries. As Rosine identified McFaddin Family members, Jim recognized them as the same McFaddins that were in opposition to his clients, the Humphries’ heirs. Faced with this ethical problem, Jim did the right thing. He told Rosine he could not undertake her project because of the conflict he would have since he was already representing the Humphries.

Her opening subterfuge had worked. The Humphries question was now open and the real purpose of Rosine’s trip to Salt Lake, learning how much Jim Petty knew about the Humphries and McFaddins, began. Her interrogation started. What did he know about the Humphries? Could he prove their claims to Spindletop? What conclusions had he come to? Trying to be courteous and at the same time protect his clients’ confidentiality, Jim replied that his work was not finished, and he had made no conclusions yet. Rosine learned nothing about the Humphries from Jim Petty, and she and Will returned to the Marriott.

Later that evening Jim had a few questions he thought Rosine could possibly help him with. He called their room at the Marriott. Will answered and Jim asked his questions. Rosine was in her usual form. Jim could hear her cursing in the background. “He knows so damn much, let him figure it out.”

The very next day Jim got a call from one of his Humphries Association clients, “Have you heard? Rosine McFaddin Wilson was arrested. She killed her ranch hand. He was her lover, and they argued, and he threatened to go to the Humphries and tell how the McFaddins cheated the Humphries out of the Spindletop land, so she shot him.”

While that story would explain Rosine’s strange behavior, how could it be? After all, just yesterday, Rosine was in Salt Lake City, Utah. If she had been arrested for murder, how could she be out of Texas? The Pettys couldn’t believe it.

Neither could the Jefferson County sheriff’s office. In disbelief, Mrs. Petty broke her own rule and made a daytime long-distance call to the Jefferson County sheriff. It was true. Rosine had killed her ranch hand. She had been arrested and indicted for first degree murder. She was out on bond and should not have left Texas.

The realization that a McFaddin, who killed to prevent disclosure of family secrets about the Humphries and Spindletop, jumped bond and came to Salt Lake City just to find Jim Petty, the man hired to help the Humphries prove their claims against the McFaddins, greatly disturbed the Pettys. What would Rosine have done if Jim had told her he found out something she didn’t want people to know?


Tribulations and the Trial


It wasn’t that Rosine didn’t want people to know about the Family, she just wanted to be the Family press agent and publicist. And she didn’t need any help from Jim Petty on McFaddin Family genealogy either. The November 1980 issue of The Texas Gulf Historical & Biographical Record published “The McFaddin Family: Lands, Cattle, and Oil, on the Texas Gulf Coast, by Rosine McFaddin Wilson.” An appropriate title because in the Family, clearly, “Lands” are first.

In the article, Rosine describes W.P.H. McFaddin as an “empire builder” and says of him, “Acquiring land was his art, and he always said that all he wanted was what was his and what was next to it.” She also described W.P.H. as “often becoming involved in arguments and lawsuits,” a trait she shared with her grandfather. In addition to the murder charge, Marie and Joe’s children filed wrongful death lawsuits against her.
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The Beaumont, Texas home of W.P.H. McFaddin. Built in 1906, after the gusher at Spindletop.

But Rosine’s lawyer, Joseph C. “Lum” Hawthorn, was uniquely qualified for the task ahead of him. Lum’s work as a former FBI agent, a Jefferson County assistant district attorney, and as an assistant United States attorney, served him well. While some may question how a person can move so effortlessly from one side of the jail door to the other—from locking them up to getting them out—it apparently didn’t bother Lum. He was successful and well recognized, serving as president of the Jefferson County Bar Association and as a director of the Texas Criminal Defense Lawyers Association. In addition to Rosine’s little problem, Lum was helping out Andrew Weller, a nice young man accused of killing his parents by shooting his 60-year-old mother Eleanor in the head, and his 74-year-old father George, a retired Beaumont lawyer, in the face, with a 12-gauge shotgun.

Lum’s strategy for Rosine had three basic and intertwined components: influence public opinion, attack the legal technicalities of the State’s case, and assert the “accidental” shooting theory. Born in Beaumont, Lum had the benefit of personal knowledge of the public’s general perception of the McFaddin Family. Most were unequivocal; they either held the Family in esteem or in contempt. Not surprisingly, their opinions divided along the lines of those whom the Family considered worthy of admission to their social circles and those less worthy. Jefferson County jury members were most likely to be the latter. That was a critical concern. If he couldn’t otherwise make the case go away, a change of venue was absolutely necessary.

On the personal side, and with plenty of news coverage, Lum attacked the actions of Justice of the Peace Cravey, the supposedly politically motivated misdeeds of the Jefferson County prosecutors, and, of course, the character of Joe and Marie Perkins. Through obtaining a postponement, Lum effectively removed the lame duck district attorney from prosecuting the case, since his elective term would be over if and when the case went to trial. On the legal side he filed fourteen pretrial motions. While all the motions had a role in the defensive strategy, two were significant: a motion to dismiss the indictment and a motion for change of venue.

The motion to dismiss was critical. If it was successful, the first degree murder case against Rosine was over. She was counting on it. The matter came before Judge Gist on January 20, 1987. Unfortunately for Rosine, the judge was not impressed with the motion. He gave Lum an additional ten days to try to convince him otherwise.

That bad news may have been too much for Rosine. Seven days later, on January 28, 1987, at 6:00 a.m., Will found her unconscious in her bedroom. Taken by ambulance to Beaumont’s St. Elizabeth Hospital, Rosine was treated for an overdose of pills and alcohol. Meanwhile, as might have been expected from his earlier review, despite the additional time, Lum was unable to change Judge Gist’s mind. On February 5, 1987, the motion to dismiss was denied. However, having “taketh” away, it was time to “giveth.”

On Wednesday, April 29, 1987, after a hearing spanning two weeks and testimony from over a hundred witnesses (only two called by the district attorney), Judge Gist granted Lum’s motion for a change of venue. It was a tremendous victory for Rosine. Now, at least, Rosine would not be tried by a Jefferson County jury. After some skirmishing, Lum and the new district attorney agreed to hold the trial in the 174th Judicial District of Harris County, Texas. That meant the actual trial would be held in Houston, the county seat of Harris County.

Lum could not have done better for Rosine. Fast growing Houston is not only the largest city in all of Texas, it is the fourth largest city in the entire United States. As is regretfully true of all large American cities, murder is commonplace in Houston. Rosine’s little misdeed would be routine, and, even though Houston is less than a hundred miles from Beaumont, a Houston juror was unlikely to have even driven on “McFaddin” Street in Beaumont, let alone be familiar with the Family.

Trial began on Tuesday, August 18, 1987, exactly one year after the killing. The sheriff’s office and district attorney were ineffectual. Despite Mrs. Petty’s call to the sheriff, no homicide investigator had contacted the Pettys. No one had followed up on Rosine’s trip to Salt Lake City. Aside from merely characterizing Joe as “an annoyance” to Rosine, the district attorney offered no evidence of motive. Trial went quickly. Both sides rested before noon on Friday.

Judge Gist devoted Monday to other Jefferson County matters and the case was given to the jury on Tuesday, August 25, 1987. In murder cases, juries need a motive. When they didn’t get one, the “accidental shooting” argument carried the day. Rosine was found guilty of mere involuntary manslaughter, given five years probation and a $5,000 fine, and ordered to pay $100 in court costs.

The wrongful death lawsuits against Rosine were settled out of court.


Money Matters


The judicious use of money can assure dramatic successes. It was the application of sufficient amounts of Family money that permitted Rosine to outmaneuver and thereby avoid the aggressive Jefferson County district attorney who obtained the first degree murder indictment; it was Family money that enabled Rosine to move the trial to Houston and avoid the dreaded Jefferson County jury; Family money settled the wrongful death lawsuits brought by Joe Perkin’s family. The relationship between Family money and both the absence of a follow-up investigation on Rosine’s meeting with Jim Petty in Salt Lake City as well as the new prosecutor’s failure to offer a viable motive for Joe Perkins’ murder remains a question too.

The injudicious use of money assures exciting results as well.

Wednesday evening, May 4, 1966, the White House, Washington, D.C.

Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s limousine passed through White House security without pause. Ernest and Margaret Medders, riding with the Secretary and Mrs. Rusk, had already had a busy day. Ernest lunched with the Texas Delegation, as Congressman Percell’s guest, while Margaret attended a tea given in her honor by Mrs. Percell. Later they attended an early reception at the Mexican Embassy. Now they were about to renew their acquaintance with the President and Lady Bird Johnson.

[image: Images]

Ernest and Margaret flanking Congressman Percell (L) and Pat Jennings.

Photo by Shel Hershorn, Black Star

Actually, the past several days had been busy for the Medders. On Thursday, April 29, they attended the President’s Club Ball in Houston. They dined with the President, Lady Bird, Lynda Bird, Luci and her fiance Pat Nugent, Governor Connally, Senator Yarborough, and many other notables—plus they were entertained by Danny Thomas.

The next day they returned to Colonial Acres, their Texas ranch, and hosted a barbecue in honor of Texas Attorney General Waggoner Carr and his wife. Their invitation to the White House to attend a reception in honor of the Chiefs of Diplomatic Missions and their wives, came that same day. After some rushing around, including a trip to Neiman-Marcus eighty miles away in Dallas, they left for Washington on Tuesday, May 3.

[image: Images]

Ernest and Margaret with Texas Attorney General Waggoner Carr and his wife.

The Medders enjoyed themselves at the White House. Margaret was effusive about the White House decorations, the beautiful dresses, dancing in the East Room to the Marine Band, and the people she met: Vice President Humphrey, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Senator Fulbright, Chicago’s Mayor Richard Daley, and even Hollywood star Eddie Fisher. Ernest was particularly impressed with Vice President Humphrey and Secretary McNamara.

The Medders were among the privileged few invited to the President’s private quarters later that evening. Joined by fellow Texans Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Marcus of Dallas (of Neiman-Marcus fame) and Mr. and Mrs. Roy Hofheinz (the builder of the Houston Astrodome), the President gave them a personal tour of the private quarters. Later they enjoyed a late supper with Lyndon and Lady Bird, followed by home movies of the Johnson Ranch. They stayed until about 2:00 a.m., Margaret was kissed by the President as they left, and the following day they flew back to Texas with the President on Air Force One.

This was heady stuff for Ernest and Margaret. Their modest background hadn’t been designed to lead them to dinners with the President in the private quarters of the White House or flights on Air Force One. It was said of Ernest that when you asked him a question, Mrs. Medders would answer it. Ernest was a former mechanics’ helper and produce peddler originally from Centerville, Alabama. In his entire working life he had never earned more than $60 a week. In school Ernest had only gone as far as the third grade. He could write only enough to sign his name, could only count up to “about” 100, and could not read. As for Mrs. Medders, the former Margaret Smiddy Riggs from Jellico, Tennessee, mother of eight (four by a prior marriage and four more with Ernest), it was a fairy tale. She had worked as a nurses aide, and it wasn’t that long ago they were living in Memphis where Ernest was unemployed and she was working a double shift just to make ends meet. But thanks to Uncle Pel, it was all true. Spindletop changed their lives. The past six years had been exciting.

[image: Images]

Ernest, Margaret, and the kids–pre “Uncle Pel”


Party Time


In December 1961 the Medders moved from Tennessee to Texas—from Memphis to Muenster. After locating acceptable acreage outside Muenster, they began construction of their twenty-room home, “Colonial Acres.” They allowed nothing but the finest woods and number one construction materials in their home. Margaret hired a decorator from Dallas to assure the interior was also perfection itself.

After the house was completed, they turned their attention to the business of ranching. Deciding they should be award winning horse and cattle breeders, Ernest and Margaret bought Appaloosa horses and the best black and red Angus they could find. That’s when they added the “show-barn” to Colonial Acres.

The showbarn, often called the “party barn,” occasionally the “Colonial Acres Coliseum” and even the “Astrodome of showbarns,” had a portable floor to transform it from a barn for the showing of cattle and horses, to a party palace.

The first of many parties to be held in the barn was the black tie “barnwarming” on November 23, 1965. Dallas guests were brought to the ranch in luxury chartered buses complete with built-in bars. Those from other cities were flown to nearby Gainesville in chartered planes and then ferried to the ranch by helicopter. In keeping with the spirit of the gala event, even the helicopter pilot wore a tuxedo. After negotiating a receiving line made up of Ernest, Margaret, and the children, the nine hundred guests in tuxedos and gowns were entertained by Guy Lombardo’s Royal Canadians.

[image: Images]

Colonial Acres with the party barn in the background.

Photo by Shel Hershorn, Black Star

The showbarn was alive with color. In addition to the red coats of the Royal Canadians, circular tables were draped with green, gold, and burnt orange satin, and each contained an elaborate flower arrangement with color coordinated chrysanthemums and candles.

Catered by the Sheraton-Dallas Hotel, the guests enjoyed dining on 250 pounds of roast beef, 320 pounds of Butterball turkey (it was, after all, nearly Thanksgiving), 160 pounds of baked Virginia ham, 3,000 biscuits, 1,500 canapes, 1,500 hot hors d’oeuvres; plus 2,000 shrimp (just over two shrimp per guest—a bit skimpy), caviar, ribs, and tenderloins. As if that wasn’t enough, there was also a midnight supper of steak, scrambled eggs, chicken livers, and honey buns. Just getting the food, equipment, and necessary people from the Sheraton-Dallas to the ranch required two trucks and a Greyhound bus. The gala event was well covered in the Texas media, and although LIFE didn’t actually carry the story, its photographers were there busily snapping pictures. The Medders had spared no expense.

[image: Images]

Medders typical “gala event” at the party barn.

Photo by Ralph Crane, LIFE Magazine©TIME Inc.
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The Medders family receiving line: Ernest, Margaret, and six of the children.

Photo by Wichita Falls Times and Record News

The frequent subsequent parties spared no expense either. They were lavishly decorated with dozens of ice sculptures, white doves, and even Colonial Acres Farm flags—held by wooden English soldiers. Indulging their own musical tastes, along with Guy Lombardo, the Medders’ guests were treated to Jan Garber, Si Zentner, and members of the Lawrence Welk troupe, including Myron Florin on the accordion.

The guest lists were eclectic. In addition to Attorney General Carr, the Medders hosted horoscope columnist Jeanne Dixon, Maria von Trapp, nuns and priests, Governor Connally, the National Cutting Horse Finals, the Portuguese Ambassador to the United States and, from Italy, the entire cast of Rigoletto. In Muenster, for a time, being invited to the Medders’ parties conferred social standing.

Muenster conferred on the Medders such of the honors and benefits it had available. Margaret was named vice-president of the Muenster Chamber of Commerce, she was appointed to the board of the new library and was active in the Civic League and the Garden Club (which often met at Colonial Acres). Ernest was Muenster’s representative to the West Texas Chamber of Commerce, and Margaret and Ernest were both sustaining members of the Muenster Junior Chamber of Commerce.

[image: Images]

Ernest showing Governor Connally one of his award winning horses.

Photo by Boyd and Breeding

The Medders enjoyed their new life. They had governesses, maids, chauffeurs, and handymen. Margaret wore Paris originals, furs, and expensive jewelry. She had her own in-house beauty shop, a social secretary, and a public relations man. The Medders traveled extensively. They sent the girls to exclusive Hockaday, an expensive finishing school in Dallas. Rather than have the girls stay in a dormitory, Margaret bought a $40,000 house for them near the school.

The Medders also enlarged their Colonial Acres empire. They added acreage and oil wells by purchasing an oil field with thirty-seven wells, another ranch near Saint Jo, and a farm north of Muenster. By the time they were done there were 1,400 acres in Colonial Acres. In addition to the prize herds of red and black Angus and their show winning Appaloosas, they had Cadillacs, trucks, stock trailers, farm machinery, irrigation systems, and $40,000 worth of Christmas decorations.

And it was fun to show off to the homefolks. In September 1966 the Medders made a triumphant return to Memphis. Ostensibly they were there to show Colonial Acres’ prize winning cattle at the Tennessee State Fair—but what a great opportunity for another party!

They took over the entire second floor of the Holiday Inn-Rivermont Hotel for the pre-dinner cocktail party. The details of elegance have always been important to Margaret. She instructed her social secretary to have the invitations clearly require that the women guests be “gowned” rather than appear in mere cocktail frocks. The men, of course, were to wear tuxedos. To the woman who demanded that her helicopter pilot wear a tuxedo, staff details were important too. She required two dozen waiters, in white gloves, to look after the needs of their 250 guests.

After indulging in a sumptuous array of hors d’oeuvres, the delights of the bar, and the beauty of the decorative ice carvings, the elegantly gowned and tuxedoed guests moved to the Rivermont Club on the fourteenth floor for dinner. Margaret’s attention to detail was apparent here too. Reminding everyone that they were now successful cattle breeders, she had each table supplied with a ceramic black Angus container filled with red and white flowers (representing Colonial Acres’ “colors”). The guests sat down to Chateaubriand, served from carts at the individual tables, famous Memphis crabmeat Justine, and other treats, followed by flambeau cherries jubilee.
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