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To Elizabeth, who is always full of bright ideas.






DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Within the last century the Murdaugh family of Hampton County has included five Randolphs, three Busters, two Johns, and two Richard Alexanders. Two of the Busters were truly Randolphs, and the third Buster is a Richard Alexander, but not the Richard Alexander who goes by Alex, which is not pronounced Alex, but rather Alec. Got all that?

The names alone in this story can be head spinning, never mind all the intrigue and unending wrongdoing. In an effort to reduce confusion, I offer this dramatis personae of the Murdaugh saga. This book focuses on four Murdaugh men across four generations, three of whom share the same name. They are:

Randolph Murdaugh Sr. (1887–1940), who enjoyed the nickname Buster when a young man but was more popularly known as Randolph, which is how he is referred to in the pages ahead. His oldest son, who succeeded him as an elected prosecutor and the head of the family law firm, was:
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Randolph Murdaugh Jr. (1915-1998), who inherited his father’s name and nickname, and who was known as Buster nearly his entire life. His brother was Johnny Glenn Murdaugh. Buster and his wife, Gladys, had two children, including a son who succeeded him in office. This was:
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Randolph Murdaugh III (1939-2021), known as Randy to family and friends and as Randolph professionally. Randy and his wife, Libby, had four children: Lynn, Randy IV, John Marvin, and:
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Richard Alexander Murdaugh (1968–), known as Alex, a lawyer and volunteer, part-time prosecutor who was married to the former Maggie Branstetter, with whom he had two sons: Richard Alexander Jr., who went by Buster, and Paul.






CHAPTER ONE IN THE SPOTLIGHT


The train rolled into Hampton County just after midnight, barreling along tracks that cut through riotous, overgrown countryside. Three men toiled aboard the train’s locomotive, fueling its firebox and finessing its controls. The next station—Varnville—was at least four miles away, down a straightaway. There was no reason to slow down.

A full moon hung in a clear sky, illuminating a lush landscape divided by steel rails. The train rushed inland past pine stands and swamps and farm fields and grand live oaks festooned with Spanish moss. Every few miles the train crossed over a small creek, locally known as a branch, that fed the nearby swamps, where cypress and water tupelo trees sprung from shallow pools of black water. The moonlit scenery appeared ethereal that midsummer night, enchanting the fireman on board the train to the point he was inspired to make chitchat about it all with his companions.

The train steamed across the Lowcountry of South Carolina, a rural section of dense forestland, marsh islands, and vast estuaries that emptied into the Atlantic Ocean. The Lowcountry is flat and just barely above sea level. There is no high ground, the exceptions being small riverside bluffs and the occasional hint of rolling terrain. Much of the region is regularly overrun by water. Along the coast, seven-foot tides sweep in and out of the creeks twice a day, flushing the saltwater marshes. Inland, where the saltwater creeks dwindle and peter out, freshwater swamps pool and spill ever so slowly across extensive bottoms, replenished by rain and overflowing rivers.

The railroad’s Magnolia Route operated across this part of the Lowcountry, providing passenger and freight car service between the seaside docks of Port Royal, South Carolina, and Augusta, Georgia, 112 miles away. The Magnolia Route was a romantic name but a misnomer; the railway’s trains hauled huge cargoes of cypress and pine. Ever since the Magnolia Route opened in stages in the 1870s, sawmills and turpentine distilleries dotted the railroad line, taking advantage of the railroad’s proximity to wide, towering trees within old-growth forests. Depots were built nearby to load trains with lumber and other forest products. Small communities developed around these rural factories and accompanying railroad depots, forming a line of small towns in Hampton County, each existing a few miles away from the next and each being split down the middle by the rails.

A highway ran parallel to the railroad along this portion of the Magnolia Route, providing another link between the depot towns. Any time train engineer W. W. Bartlett spotted an automobile driving on the highway he dimmed the locomotive’s headlight to avoid blinding the car’s driver. At full power, said Bartlett, the train’s lamp shone as “bright as day.” Even at a distance, he said, the headlight could reveal a fly on a man’s face.

As the train traveled along the rails, toward a string of these sawmill and depot towns, Bartlett spotted an unfamiliar light flashing a half-mile down the tracks. The engineer stared ahead, puzzled. The flashing didn’t seem like Morse code to Bartlett, and the signaling didn’t seem frantic or panicky, either, as if someone was trying to signal an emergency. The light just flashed on, off. On, off.

The train, clipping along at thirty-five miles per hour, was closing rapidly on the flashing light. The blinking appeared to emanate from a spot beside the upcoming railroad crossing, where Camp Branch Road intersected the railroad tracks and joined the highway. From 200 yards away, Bartlett could see a car sitting to the right of the tracks, stopped at the edge of the crossing, beside an old mill. The car’s headlights flashed on, off. On, off.

“[There’s] somebody parked down there beside the railroad and cutting fool with the lights,” the engineer thought to himself. He kept a steady speed. His crew, meanwhile, occupied the left side of the locomotive, the brakeman resting in his seat while the fireman shoveled coal into the steam engine’s furnace. From their vantage points on the far side of the train, neither of these men could see the flashing headlights of the automobile.

Bartlett stared ahead, the locomotive’s headlight casting an awesome beam down the tracks. As the train approached Camp Branch crossing, he watched with horror as the automobile surged forward onto the elevated crossing and stopped in the middle of the tracks, in front of the train. Bartlett released the train’s deafening whistle, warning the driver and any passengers that this train was coming through, and in a hurry.

A mere thirty yards separated the train and the car. Now that the car was directly in the beam of the headlight, Bartlett could see the driver was alone. He sat behind the steering wheel wearing a white shirt and holding his arm out the window. Despite a shrieking, glaring, hulking metal machine bearing down on him by the second, the motorist did not yield. Unlike the train, he seemed in no rush.

Bartlett kept sounding the whistle, hardly giving it a rest. The whistle’s scream pierced the quiet early morning air. It was a sound so sharp it prompted the fireman to turn his head in order to lessen the strain on his ears. The engineer’s constant use of the whistle told the fireman and the brakeman something was wrong. They changed their positions enough to look ahead and see a car stopped on the crossing, immediately in front of the train. They saw a man sitting inside the car, waving his hand.

The fireman started ringing a bell as the gap between train and car shrunk to ten yards. The engineer, Bartlett, finally abandoned hope that this was a prank, that the waving driver would zoom off at the last minute. It was now approaching the last second, the motorist was not budging, and Bartlett needed to brace for a collision. He braked but it was too late. At about 1:00 A.M. on Friday, July 19, 1940, a horrible, violent crash occurred under a full moon in Hampton County. A whistle shrieked, a bell clanged, and brakes squealed before metal crumpled and bones snapped.

Just before this hellish scene unfolded, Bartlett peered a short distance down the track, along the beam of the train’s headlight, and stared a final time at the doomed motorist. The engineer observed the white-shirted man sitting behind the car’s steering wheel, making no attempt to escape. As the speeding train loomed closer and closer, the man kept waving through the car window. He was laughing.



Alex Murdaugh was crying.

Or at least pretending to cry. He sat on a witness stand in an old South Carolina courtroom on February 23, 2023, hunched over and fatigued, staring down a feisty prosecutor and feebly responding to the questions and accusations he posed. He blew his nose and dabbed his eyes, every action being watched intently by twelve jurors seated just a few feet away in two rows of swivel chairs mounted to the floor. Dozens of witnesses had already testified over the course of the last four weeks, but none of their answers mattered as much as the words now escaping Alex’s mouth. Alex sobbed and sniffled as he recounted the day his wife, Maggie, and youngest son, Paul, were killed. Oddly, no tears appeared to run down Alex’s face, noted one juror. “All he did was blow snot,” said the man.

Alex had been disgraced entirely. He was a ruined man, a former hotshot lawyer and schmoozer who had lost all his money, his right to practice law, much of his family, and every bit of his reputation. His reversal of fortune was swift and complete. Four years ago he was a cocky litigator with all the trappings that came with working in a fourth-generation family law firm, including his 1,770-acre farm, a beach house, household staff, and a fleet of vehicles. He was a regular presence at college ball games, charity galas, and hunts for deer, duck, and turkey. Alex was gregarious and boisterous, having inherited acute political instincts and a natural tendency to glad-hand and slap the back of everyone in sight. Tall, redheaded, and usually quite loud, Alex came and went like a tornado in Hampton.

Now he was charged with shooting Maggie and Paul dead at the family farm on June 7, 2021. He was accused, too, of about a hundred other crimes—a stunning amount of wrongdoing, all of it undetected for years. Many of these allegations involved a long-running fraud that enabled Alex to steal millions from legal clients. A few other charges related to alleged opioid trafficking, and then a few others concerned the orchestration of a bewildering roadside shooting that sent Alex to the hospital via helicopter with a gunshot wound to the head.

Nearly all these crimes were ones of desperation. He stole clients’ money to repay loans. He killed to hide the revelation of his theft. Then he ostensibly arranged his own demise to escape justice, or something like that, but something went awry.

Alex’s actions trashed the family name, destroying a political and legal dynasty more than a hundred years in the making. The Murdaugh name stood for legal excellence in South Carolina, as well as law and order in the Lowcountry. Alex torched this legacy overnight, his surname becoming shorthand for predation, corruption, and squandered privilege.

Before Alex’s crackup, the Murdaugh family had long held the upper hand in the Lowcountry. Beginning in 1920, three generations of Murdaugh men served as the chief prosecutors of a sprawling, five-county section of coastal South Carolina. For eighty-six consecutive years these prosecutors, known as solicitors in the Palmetto State, oversaw thousands of local criminal cases, dispensing justice, or extending favors, as they saw fit. Even after the retirement of Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh III in 2006, Alex volunteered as an assistant solicitor in the office, an unusual arrangement that allowed him to carry a law enforcement badge, which he displayed atop the dashboard of his car and sometimes dangled from his pants pocket. He tried just a handful of criminal cases, but nonetheless he preserved the family’s relevance in the office and maintained relationships with cops, prosecutors, judges, and other members of the Lowcountry’s law enforcement community.

Beyond serving as prosecutors, the Murdaughs also operated a small-town family law firm in Hampton with a reputation for dominance. Over the decades the firm leveraged local favor and quirks in state law to successfully sue some of America’s largest corporations for multimillion-dollar awards and settlements, many of them related to vehicle accidents and personal injury. The firm hired smart lawyers who were good at sizing up wealthy adversaries. Railroad companies were sued so often by the Murdaughs and their associates that the law firm’s fancy headquarters was nicknamed “The House That CSX Built.” Walmart, otherwise ubiquitous in the rural South, was discouraged from opening a store in Hampton County because of liability concerns in the Murdaughs’ hometown.

In this Southern backwoods, surrounded by swamps and pines and poverty, the Murdaughs lived like kings, the law being almost entirely within their control. While the family patriarchs did not rule the region by decree, the Murdaughs were about as close to country royalty as a clan could get in Hampton County. Other families were wealthier, and plenty of politicians in the state ranked higher in name recognition than the assorted Murdaugh family solicitors, but when it came to true influence, and the power to bend the law, the Murdaughs ruled supreme in their part of the Lowcountry, at least for a long time.

Inevitably the family advantage dulled. Alex failed to appreciate the decline and his crimes actually became more brazen the longer his family remained out of public office. Increasingly, Alex was living a lie. The lie almost told itself, as people in the Lowcountry expected Alex Murdaugh to be successful and wealthy, they expected him to be overbearing, and they expected him to lord over Hampton and its surrounding counties, walking in the footsteps of his forefathers and making the swamplands his own.

Alex was a pleaser and strived to meet these expectations. He started stealing and borrowing huge sums of money to bankroll his family’s comfortable lifestyle. The amounts he took grew and grew until at last he was taking millions of dollars from some clients and giving them nothing. He was living precariously, regularly draining his bank accounts and then scrambling to restore the balance through assorted illegal schemes. Still he fell deeper and deeper in debt, no matter how much he pilfered. Though Alex shirked honest work, he industriously covered his tracks as he manipulated legal settlements to steer clients’ money his way. Yet Alex was not on trial, at least not yet, for any of those alleged offenses. This was a murder trial. The question being posed to the jurors was simple: Did Alex Murdaugh shoot his wife and youngest son dead at the family farm?

Alex claimed he discovered Maggie and Paul’s lifeless bodies when he returned home from visiting his ailing mother across town. He called 911 just after 10:00 P.M. and greeted police when they arrived at the crime scene. Alex gave an interview in an investigator’s car, sobbing as he described the day’s events and his thoughts about who might have killed his wife and son. He did not volunteer himself as a suspect.

Yet this was only the beginning of much pain for the family and the people of Hampton County. Little did they know that Maggie and Paul’s deaths marked the start of a massive fallout that would expose considerably more wrongdoing across the Lowcountry and shed new light on suspicious tragedies from the past. Three days after the killings at the farm Alex’s elderly father Randolph Murdaugh III, who served as solicitor for twenty years, died of illness at the age of eighty-one. The Murdaugh family now had three people to lay to rest. And beyond these deaths other tragedies associated with the family lingered. This included the death of Mallory Beach, a nineteen-year-old woman killed in 2019 in a drunken boat crash involving Paul; Gloria Satterfield, the longtime nanny and housekeeper for Alex and Maggie Murdaugh’s family who died after falling down the porch steps of the Murdaugh’s house at Moselle in 2018; and nineteen-year-old Stephen Smith, who was found dead on the side of a road in Hampton County in 2015. A former high school classmate of Alex’s surviving son, Buster, Smith may have been victimized because he was gay, according to his mother.

This conspicuous pileup of bodies attracted attention. Just weeks after Maggie and Paul were shot to death, state police in South Carolina reopened Smith’s homicide case due to information gleaned in their investigation of the Murdaugh killings. Meanwhile, Satterfield’s remains would be exhumed in the hope of learning more about her suspicious death, which resulted in a $4 million insurance payout that Murdaugh stole from her heirs. State investigators were also probing the law enforcement response to the boat crash that killed Beach in 2019, attempting to root out suspected police corruption that may have benefited the Murdaugh family.

Beyond reexamining two cold cases and possible public corruption, state investigators were also tasked with solving the two head-scratching and brutal murders, a case with many turns that ultimately led to Alex’s arrest. All of the sordid storylines made for a media frenzy. Before the double murder trial even started, the notoriety of Alex Murdaugh had spread far beyond the Lowcountry of South Carolina, with Alex’s alleged crimes and unique family legacy forming the basis of countless news reports, as well as being the subject of a handful of popular podcasts and documentaries. Now the televised trial was attracting an additional and ever-growing national and international audience. The trial proved transfixing, especially as Alex took the stand in his own defense and the trial inched, slowly but surely, toward a verdict and conclusion.

A variety of elements contributed to the story’s mass appeal, including the exotic, overlooked, and overgrown locale of the South Carolina Lowcountry; the extreme duplicity of its main culprit; and the extraordinary family history that primed Murdaugh for his misconduct and propelled him toward catastrophe. As one woman who attended the trial said, it’s the “layers” that made the Murdaugh saga so engrossing. In considerable understatement, Alex testified to the complexity of his deceptions, remarking, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave…” This was an admission of sorts, but also a trademark attempt at control, to frame and soften his alleged wrongdoing in his own, poetic terms.

The line was a strange and obscure one for Murdaugh to quote, it being penned more than 200 years earlier by Scottish writer Sir Walter Scott. But the line could be familiar given it comes from Scott’s epic poem “Marmion,” about a corrupt and scheming knight who is unsatisfied with the advantages he already possesses and who recklessly pushes to obtain even more. Assorted testimonies and reporting indicated Alex was never an academic. He liked to golf, hunt, fish, attend sporting events, work the farm, and watch television, but not read many books, Scottish literature being no exception. Regardless of the inspiration for him quoting Scott, he omitted half the line, just as he’d omitted telling police crucial information concerning his whereabouts on the night of the killings, which ultimately led to his arrest for murder. To tell the full story, he should have testified, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.”

But few people believed Alex was sharing the full story. He seemed incapable of telling the truth. Alex’s credibility would become the crux of the case against him. He had lied to people for decades, and lately to police especially, right up until the moment he took the stand and admitted, finally, to being at the scene of the crime just minutes before his family was slain. Having laid his hand on a Bible, Alex promised to tell the “truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.” He’d admit to being a thief and a fraud and a phony, but not to being a killer. Immediately he denied blowing his son’s brains out of his head with a shotgun, and then denied pointing a rifle barrel at his fallen wife and obliterating the back of her head. Less than two minutes after taking the stand he stated, emphatically, “I didn’t shoot my wife or my son any time, ever.”

Like nearly every day of the trial, the courtroom gallery was full as Alex testified, with people packed shoulder to shoulder in uncomfortable wooden pews. Many of these court observers had stood in line outside the courthouse since before dawn to obtain their seats. Many, too, had driven hours from their homes across the South to arrive at the Colleton County Courthouse in Walterboro, South Carolina, and to catch a glimpse of the man allegedly responsible for so much death, depravity, and dysfunction. They wanted to hear Alex’s explanations for themselves, as if they, too, were members of the jury and needed to decide his guilt or innocence. As everyone intrigued by this case incessantly asked: Do you think he really did it?

Every onlooker, whether crammed into the South Carolina courtroom or watching elsewhere on a screen, was curious to see if Alex would receive his comeuppance and be held to account, something that rarely happened with his ancestors. Although Alex’s alleged criminal spree seemed absurd and unprecedented—a sprawling, multidimensional Southern gothic tale on steroids—this was merely the latest version of scandal in the swamp. Deep down in the muck, steeped in sadness, other dark secrets lay buried. When it came to the Murdaugh family of South Carolina, history had a funny way of repeating itself.



Nine hours after the collision at the rail crossing, train engineer W. W. Bartlett was no longer seated on his locomotive, but rather on the witness stand in the Hampton County Courthouse. Six jurors and a magistrate gathered before him at 10:00 A.M. that summer morning in 1940. A coroner’s inquest was underway to determine how the motorist met his death.

The courthouse contained county offices on the first floor and a courtroom on the second, accessed via a sagging staircase lined by dingy, cracked, and partially finished plaster walls. The upstairs courtroom was plain, devoid of ornamentation, with wooden flooring. Most interestingly, the courtroom’s gallery featured rows of tiered seating, which resembled playing-field bleachers, divided by an aisle. Bartlett, the first witness, related details of the collision to the jurors and a magistrate, who was standing in for the coroner.

“About half a mile down the track from Camp Branch, I noticed some kind of a light flashing on and off and just kept right on flashing…” said the train engineer. “The right-of-way was perfectly clear and he could have seen the train.” Bartlett told how he watched in disbelief as the driver placed himself in danger. “I had no idea they were going to drive up on the track… I opened my sand blasts and put on the emergency brakes, but couldn’t stop in time…”

After the crash, Bartlett explained, he climbed down to the ground with the brakeman and fireman. They walked to the front of the train, where they found a smashed automobile pinned against the nose of the locomotive. The train had carried the crippled car 900 feet from the crossing. The train crew pried the automobile off the locomotive, but no body was found within the wreckage. The fireman climbed back aboard the engine and tended the fire while Bartlett and the brakeman continued searching for the missing driver. In short order the dead man was found at the foot of the railroad embankment, closer to the crossing. The train had launched the collision victim’s body 150 feet.

Following Bartlett’s turn on the witness stand, his coworkers on the Charleston and Western Carolina Railroad testified to the coroner’s jury. Both men also implicated the automobile driver in the tragedy. “This man drove up in the middle of the track and stopped and was looking up at the engine,” said the brakeman, J. H. Montgomery. “He looked like he was waving to us and we couldn’t stop and we ran right into him.”

Added C. T. Billiter, the fireman: “I believe that [if] anyone here in this courtroom had been there like that they could have gotten out if they had wanted to.”

After hearing the fireman’s statements, the jurors began their contemplation of all the evidence. Beyond the witness testimony, the jurors read notes of a doctor’s examination, which stated the deceased suffered two broken arms, two broken legs, and “numerous contused, lacerated and incised wounds.” The men also viewed the mangled motorist’s corpse themselves. It did not take long for the jurors to issue a finding: “Randolph Murdaugh Sr. came to his death by a blow of a moving train.” Their work completed, the men exited the courtroom, stomping down the sagging staircase, past the ugly walls, out the doors, and into a square of unkempt grounds surrounded by a dilapidated fence.

Despite its shabbiness, the Hampton County Courthouse stood tall in the eyes of locals. The courthouse was the administrative center of the county, where residents took their taxes and saw their sheriff. It was a forum for settling civil disputes brought via lawsuit as well as a temple of justice, where the accused had their fates forged by juries and judges as neighbors watched in the gallery from the raised rows of seating. Chiefly, though, the courthouse was the county’s social hub, a place to greet neighbors and swap gossip. A South Carolina travel guide published in 1941 did not recommend much about the county, though it did observe “community life at Hampton… seat of Hampton County, centers largely around the courthouse square, a big sandy lot with old oaks and a seldom-used bandstand.”

It had always been that way. The courthouse is Hampton’s grandest public building, a literal centerpiece built smack dab in the middle of the county. The courthouse is the physical embodiment of Hampton County, too. Governor Wade Hampton III traveled to Hampton and laid the cornerstone of the new building in 1878, the year the South Carolina legislature carved the new county out of a region known as Beaufort District. The county was formed even before the existence of a county seat, which was incorporated a year later as the town of Hampton Courthouse.

Just as Hampton Courthouse was later shortened to Hampton, the county went through a few early name changes. During its organization residents proposed calling the county Washington, Palmetto, and Coosawhatchie, names inspired, respectively, by the first US president, a ubiquitous tree in coastal South Carolina, and a nearby swamp. By the time the legislature acted, however, there was consensus to name the new county in honor of Governor Hampton, a beloved Confederate war hero. Before the American Civil War, Hampton was one of the country’s wealthiest men and largest enslavers, with immense holdings of property and human chattel across the South. Hampton financed his own contingent of soldiers during the war, named Hampton’s Legion, and distinguished himself through his leadership of cavalry units, including daring raids behind Union Army lines. Despite no previous military experience, Lieutenant General Hampton became one of the top officers serving General Robert E. Lee, the military commander of the Confederacy.

Hampton’s fortune, mimicking the South’s entire economy, turned to shambles by war’s end. After returning to South Carolina he soon declared bankruptcy. But while Hampton was low on cash during the postwar period of Reconstruction, he was flush with political capital. He won election to the governor’s mansion in 1876, benefiting from the support of the Red Shirts, a paramilitary force that engaged in deadly skirmishes across the state to help reestablish the political influence of Southern White Democrats and counter the rising influence of freed Blacks and their White Republican allies. Reflecting the dominant segment of public opinion at the time, The State newspaper in the capital city of Columbia celebrated Hampton and the Red Shirts as heroes who “redeemed South Carolina from negro rule.”

Before Hampton’s election, the feeling of marginalization was particularly strong in the swampy interior of Beaufort District, a hinterland of virgin cypress swamps and pinelands that pioneers seemed to skip over almost entirely during the country’s westward expansion. Few pioneers wished to dwell in a land so thick with mud and mosquitoes and snakes, and those who did suffered the hardships of settling in the swamp. A decade of living under the rule of Reconstruction, as well as the rising fortunes of Blacks and carpetbaggers, hardened many locals who struggled to survive in the wake of the Civil War. The family of Maud Dowling Turner moved to Hampton County upon its formation, when she was just six years old. She recalled her childhood unfolding during a period of pessimism and poverty:


Times were exceedingly difficult. Property worth millions of dollars had been ravaged in the region, most community structures had been destroyed, the patriotic investment in Confederate currency and bonds had bankrupted almost everyone, few able-bodied former slaves would help till the soil for bare necessities of food, manufactured clothing and shoes and farm tools were almost beyond the reach of all. Everything and everyone was threadbare and hungry. The work of rebuilding from scratch was the immediate task of all.



Feelings were markedly different, however, in nearby Beaufort, an old, riverside town that Union forces seized early in the Civil War as a coastal base for maintaining a naval blockade of the South. In contrast to the sleepy interior settlements of the Lowcountry, Beaufort’s dense downtown district of antebellum mansions, wood-frame houses, and waterfront stores was bustling, especially during the Civil War, when it teemed with soldiers and so-called carpetbaggers from the North as well as newly empowered Black freedmen, one of whom, Union war hero Robert Smalls, was elected to the United States Congress.

In 1868 Beaufort became the administrative seat of Beaufort District, which encompassed a large section of the Lowcountry, including the area that would become Hampton County. This decision was made after Union troops under the command of another famous Civil War general, William Tecumseh Sherman, torched Beaufort District’s previous seat, Gillisonville, including the district courthouse. The move from Gillisonville to Beaufort particularly inconvenienced inland residents, placing the county courthouse, jail, and offices forty miles farther away. Beyond that, the courthouse’s move to Beaufort seemed to symbolize a perceived shift in power, from Whites to Blacks, that inflamed many residents. For these two chief reasons, one practical and one political, residents lobbied for the creation of a new county. As longtime Hampton politician George Warren once summarized the episode in a letter: “This county was formed in the days of Wade Hampton, was cut off from what was then called the solidly black county of Beaufort, was made a white county and named ‘Hampton.’ ”

Locals decided the new courthouse should be built in the dead center of the new county. After surveyors determined these coordinates would place the building in the middle of a cypress swamp pond, officials adjusted their plan, deciding to build the courthouse on donated land located between the small railroad settlements of Varnville and Hoover’s Station. This site, still close to the geographic center of the county, was barely settled but did boast solid ground.

Other residents donated building materials and soon the building started to take shape. On October 12, 1878, scores of residents traveled by train and horse-drawn vehicles to see Governor Hampton lay the courthouse cornerstone, including an assembly of Confederate veterans and a Red Shirt honor guard. Bands played, fireworks took flight, and a float rolled down the street, delivering the governor to a flower- and flag-draped stage under a massive oak tree at the edge of the courthouse square. Young Maud Dowling stood atop a carriage to be able see over the heads of adults. She watched and listened elatedly as her father, the Rev. William Hamilton Dowling, a Baptist minister who fought alongside Hampton in the war, introduced his old friend. “When the general rose to speak and placed his arm around my father, I was overcome with pride,” Dowling Turner recalled years later. “The general’s strong voice, his long mustache, both were thrilling to me as a pre-teenage girl.”

Hampton mounted a horse after his speech and inspected the assembled veterans and Red Shirts. He laid the courthouse cornerstone and within its recess soon was placed a small tin box stuffed with a newspaper, a Bible, and a small wooden mallet—time capsule items to be rediscovered by a future generation. As the ceremony finished, people picnicked and mingled. At night the residents of South Carolina’s newest county celebrated with a ball.

A handsome, two-story brick courthouse was built in the months ahead, the facade of which featured a pair of curving staircases leading to a central, raised portico outside the doors to the second-floor courtroom. Underneath the portico was a ground-floor doorway that opened to a central hall flanked by assorted storerooms and offices. The ground-floor doors on each end of the hall were left open for ventilation, allowing visitors to look straight through the building.

Town planners devised a road grid that included two streets named for Confederate generals, Lee and Jackson Avenues, intersecting at the courthouse square. Shady, oak-lined Lee Avenue was Hampton’s main street, spanning three blocks between the courthouse and Hampton’s railroad depot. Here residents and visitors patronized the town’s businesses, including its stores, hotel, bank, and newspaper.

Lee Avenue was a leisurely place, much like the rest of Hampton. In Hampton’s early days, men gathered daily across from the bank at 5:00 P.M., after the last train had come through town, to chitchat. Banker Ralph O. Bowden brought an oak bucket full of lemonade to share, and the telegrapher, after closing up the train depot, stopped by with news hot off the wire, such as updates of battles won and lost during World War I, as well as the names of the fallen. A chummy atmosphere pervaded the town, or at least that’s how some remember it. “Hampton seems… in a class all by itself. I do not believe there is another town in the South where one could conscientiously ‘loaf,’ ” early Hampton resident Nell Paris Newman wrote in 1922. “There everyone has plenty of time to stop and talk to you and tell you yarns and jokes.”

Newspaper writers from neighboring cities celebrated Hampton’s slow pace and quaintness in profiles of the town. Passing through Hampton is “like having a cooling poultice laid upon a vague ache… its peacefulness and stillness are soothing to the jaded spirit,” said the Charleston News and Courier. Across the state line in Georgia, the Savannah Morning News thought Hampton a “pretty, old town” in a “homey county.” And in Augusta, also across the Savannah River in Georgia, the Herald penned similar sentiments: “Nobody hurries in Hampton. One can take one’s own sweet time about crossing the town’s main street. If you should happen to get in the way of an automobile, the driver would courteously go around you.”

The Herald quoted a local judge who teased that only two men were ever in a rush in Hampton: one died at an early age, having run through life quickly, he said, and the other walked straight out of town. The newspaper praised Hampton for its few electric lights, which had arrived in town by the late 1920s, and cheered the town’s plentiful artesian wells and water system. Altogether the Herald seemed pleasantly surprised by this new place of old ways, a community where people liked to linger and lag. “It is not a young and eager town, standing a-tiptoe to the sun,” said the Herald. “Its blood is not so quick-flowing as that. It has learned wisdom and the joys of comfort. It is like a worn slipper, a favorite deep arm chair, a row of well-thumbed friendly books, a mellow old pipe.”

Apart from being compared to a matted slipper, these boosterish newspaper accounts romanticized rural life. The reports did not acknowledge, however, the hardships and shortcomings of life in an isolated community. While the newspaper claimed Hampton’s residents were “distressingly healthy” and its town doctors bored from “lack of work,” the community suffered frequently from tragedy, especially from snakebites, stabbings, sickness, and vehicle collisions. Similarly, these articles tended to dwell on Hampton County’s natural charms and overlooked the area’s pervasive poverty. While the Augusta newspaper rhapsodized about the summertime blooms of Hampton’s crepe myrtle trees—“like balm to a storm-tossed soul”—the Herald and other visiting publications neglected the perpetual shabbiness that otherwise clung to the young county.

The hometown newspaper, the Hampton County Guardian, occasionally did draw attention to Hampton’s deficiencies, such as complaining in 1920 about the sorry state of Lee Avenue, whose unpaved roadway transformed into “a good-sized swamp” after rainstorms, discouraging people from crossing the street “for fear that he would lose his shoes or be otherwise damaged in the beautiful yellow mud that is characteristic of our MAIN street.” Other times it was state authorities who sought to elevate standards, such as those at the Hampton County Jail.

The small, two-story brick jail was built in 1880, a block from the courthouse, and contained an apartment on the first floor that housed the jailer and his family. The bulk of the jail’s cells were upstairs, where the normally small but diverse inmate population was divided into assorted rooms and cages. Placement of prisoners was a puzzle given the jail’s dizzying policies. The rules dictated that juveniles were supposed to be separated from adults; inmates with venereal disease segregated from those with cleaner bills of health; men kept apart from women; and Blacks split away from Whites. No matter how the jailer divvied up the accused, and oftentimes they were mixed together, the jail was regarded as hazardously designed, a narrow central staircase being the only escape from the upstairs cells. The Guardian worried about inmates being “caught like rats in a trap” in a fire, bound to “suffocate or burn to death.”

When the South Carolina State Board of Charities and Correction examined Hampton County’s jail in 1916, inspectors found the facility to be the worst in the state, its operations wanting in almost every way. The jail had no electric light or heat. There were no beds but instead pallets on the floor. The few blankets at the jail were washed three times a year and no clothing was provided for inmates. No bathing facilities existed. Instead of toilets, some inmates used buckets with lids to collect their waste. Wooden shutters covered the windows, making for dark, stuffy rooms filled with the stench of urine and feces. Two years later these problems, including the lack of heat, remained unaddressed. An inmate froze to death one winter night, a tragedy the corrections board deemed a “shameful thing for a civilized community to allow.” A year later oil lamps and stoves were provided to help heat and illuminate the jail cells, but a year after that the county stopped buying oil, forcing the sheriff himself to bring chopped firewood into the jail to keep the inmates from suffering and perishing.

Conditions were also substandard across the street at the courthouse. Much like the jail, disrepair was ignored or accommodated as long as possible; the fixing of anything would be a last resort. In the early 1920s, the Hampton County Courthouse lacked adequate heating and enough toilets. Its exterior staircases were failing. More alarmingly, so were its walls, which were cracked and separating, threatening the building’s collapse. Everything, it seemed, was crumbling.

Residents serving on the county’s grand jury complained so frequently, and so fruitlessly, about the courthouse in its regular reports that it threatened to cease meeting if improvements were not made. Visiting judges deplored the state of the courthouse. One judge suggested the county hold a special election to approve the funding of repairs. Another judge, J. Henry Johnson, concurred and marveled at the lack of attention given the building. “You folks in Hampton County ought to have a better courthouse. If you desire to preserve this one as a relic, why it would be a very good idea to put an iron fence around it and put a suitable bronze tablet in it.” The Guardian chimed in and called the courthouse a “disgrace to the county.” The newspaper also printed a letter from resident Fred S. Moxon, who called the building “unsafe, uncomfortable… and an eyesore.” Moxon complained at length, too, about the state of the sheriff’s office within the courthouse.

“In the first place the office is too small, and dark, there being only one window. The floor has fallen on three sides to a depth of eight inches at the base. The plastering is badly cracked, and great patches have fallen,” wrote Moxon, enumerating some of the more glaring concerns. “There is no way to heat except by using an oil heater. The furnitures and fixtures consists of three tables, two of which were confiscated from gambling rooms…”

Finally in 1925 money was used to fix the courthouse. Workmen removed the pair of original exterior stairs and built an interior staircase in its place, making for a much plainer facade. The tin box time capsule inside the cornerstone was opened, revealing Wade Hampton’s wooden mallet, perfectly intact, as well as remnants of a disintegrated Bible and early edition of the Guardian newspaper. The cornerstone was then repositioned slightly and reset.

Beyond the building, the grounds surrounding the courthouse had also devolved into scruff. Live oaks that once stood tall in Courthouse Square and down neighboring streets had fallen victim to the saw over the years despite assorted protests from a group of determined women. Garbage was dumped on the square, and once someone even tried to bury a dead mule outside the courthouse, though this time the ladies intervened successfully. In 1921 there was a community effort to enhance the landscaping and plantings. Volunteers accepted donations of trees, plants, seeds, lumber, compost, and even the use of a mule—this one alive—that pulled a plow and harrow. Women sold baked goods, dinners, and ice cream to raise money to buy more trees and supplies. Others solicited cash donations, some as small as just seven cents, and one as grand as five dollars. This most generous contribution to the square came from Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh, a man who spent as much time in the Hampton County Courthouse as he did his own home.

Murdaugh was a local legal tour de force, resolving or trying countless cases in which he acted as either defense lawyer, litigator, or, most commonly, prosecutor. Because he wore so many hats—he served as the area’s top prosecutor while also operating a civil practice through his law firm—his hand touched almost every case to come before a judge in the Lowcountry, as well as many that never got that far. He was regarded as efficient and effective—a serious lawyer who got results. Randolph Murdaugh’s reputation was so strong he never once saw fit to hang a sign outside his office advertising his name and services.

Randolph loomed large in Hampton County in part because legal happenings took on outsize importance in a community starved of much other entertainment. Whenever court was in session the courthouse square swelled with parked automobiles. Across the street at the Hampton Hotel, where farmers paused to catch up with friends, that same South Carolina travel guide observed there was “less talk about crops and the weather than about cases up for trial.” Assorted judges, jurors, plaintiffs, defendants, and witnesses came and went through the courtroom, but Randolph was a constant. He often took center stage, his spellbinding argument spilling out of open windows and ringing across the square. One warm November day his oratory was so charming that a woman in a house near the courthouse called over to the town florist to place a rush order. “The price doesn’t matter,” she said. “What I want is the finest flowers you’ve got delivered quick to Randolph Murdaugh. He’s making the greatest speech you ever heard!”

Randolph Murdaugh was born February 28, 1887, in the Hampton County town of Varnville to Josiah Putnam Murdaugh Jr. and the former Annie Marvin Davis. Both of Murdaugh’s parents had grown up locally, his father born in adjacent Colleton County and his mother growing up just a little farther away, on the Dorchester estate in Summerville. The pair were proud Southerners; J. P., also known as Captain Joe, fought in Hampton’s Legion as a member of an artillery unit and, after being injured in 1862, returned to the battlefield three months later, before recuperating fully. For her part Annie boasted a distant relation to Jefferson Davis, the president of the Confederacy. The couple married after the war, about 1867, and settled in Charleston, where they started their large family of eight children. J. P. Murdaugh worked as a cotton broker and then started a phosphate mining company and moved to St. Helena Island in Beaufort County. Living with the Murdaughs at this time was Alfred Folk, a young Black man, whose family members had been enslaved by the Murdaugh family before the Civil War. Upon the recommendation of J. P. Murdaugh, Folk was hired at the Sea Island Hotel in Beaufort, where he worked as a much-beloved clerk for forty-seven years until his death.

In 1885, J. P. Murdaugh went partially blind and moved with his family to Varnville, then just a tiny town centered around a lumber mill and a railway depot, two miles away from the new county seat of Hampton. Sanders Branch divides the towns, though it’s difficult to notice any demarcation, as the creek is small and unremarkable and the towns bleed into each other. Varnville was settled before Hampton, springing up as a railway settlement shortly after the end of the Civil War. The community experimented with a few early names—Dixie Station, Hickory Hill, Varnsville, and Varn’s Ville—before settling on plain old Varnville, in honor of members of the Varn family, who opened a rail depot during the Reconstruction era and operated a sawmill advantageously positioned between the cypress-laden Coosawhatchie and Salkehatchie swamps.

The Murdaughs lived in a wood-frame house at 115 Carolina Avenue, according to a family history, and J. P. loaned money to locals and bought land south of town in an area known as Almeda. Two years after the Murdaughs moved to Varnville their son Randolph was born, the first of four generations of lawyers to carry that name. Randolph attended high school at the locally renowned Morrison Academy in nearby Lawtonville. Headmaster John T. Morrison was well respected as a teacher, Baptist pastor, member of the Red Shirts, and former colonel in the Confederate States Army. For local boys interested in attending college or the military academies, Morrison’s school was the natural prerequisite. This included young Randolph, who had designs to enroll at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. He was nominated by a local congressman in 1902, at age fifteen, to attend the vaunted military school on the banks of the Severn River, close to Chesapeake Bay. Randolph, the fourth alternate among a slate of local candidates, was not admitted.

Two years later Randolph enrolled at the University of South Carolina and moved to campus in downtown Columbia, near the State House and other government offices. He played on the football and track teams for the Gamecocks, but never gave up his dreams of the Navy. At the end of his sophomore year, Randolph was again nominated to attend the Naval Academy, this time as a lead candidate. He headed to Annapolis the summer of 1906, where he passed an entrance exam, earning high marks in math but displaying a lesser mastery of geography.

But two weeks later Randolph’s plans to become a midshipman were sunk. During a physical examination doctors detected in Randolph a heart defect and accompanying murmur of “great intensity.” The Naval Academy’s medical board disqualified Murdaugh for medical reasons, no matter that he was a college athlete. Randolph would not be deterred. He immediately secured a third nomination from his congressman and returned two months later to Annapolis for another physical examination. Nothing had changed, though, and doctors reconfirmed Randolph’s imperfect anatomy. “Mitral heart murmur,” reported the medical board. “Rapid and signs of enlarged heart.”

With no hope of appointment at the Naval Academy, Randolph resumed his studies at the University of South Carolina, where he inspired plenty of admirers. He earned a reputation as a small but hardworking athlete, credited by one rival coach, Ralph K. Foster of the Citadel, as “one of the most apt football pupils he had ever seen.” Randolph’s friends bestowed upon him nicknames and ribbed him good-naturedly about his quick exits from chapel, his poor performance in biology—a class he took twice—and his dismissal from the Naval Academy. When Randolph was a senior in 1908, a write-up in the yearbook told how Murdaugh, “otherwise known as ‘Buster,’ is a good, well-meaning boy and somewhat of a sport. Went to Annapolis, but his heart wouldn’t let him stay. Returned to graduate with us and become famous as motion maker in student-body meetings.”

With a habit of motion-making, it was logical for Randolph to pursue a legal career. Following graduation in 1908 he enrolled at the University of South Carolina’s School of Law, where he served as president of the student law association. He was a mediocre law student and deemed merely “proficient” by the law school upon his graduation in 1910. Apart from this lackluster academic performance, Randolph seemed to have enjoyed a memorable final year and undergone a personal awakening. As the yearbook characterized the soon-to-be lawyer:


“Buster,” or “Old Hatchet Face” as he is familiarly known, is one of the landmarks of the campus, having been a student at this university for six years. He came here a scrawny “prep,” he leaves a dignified, grisly lawyer. In all things he has proven himself faithful and persevering, from biology and third French to football. For five years he lived a quiet life, but the sixth, elated over having made his “C,” he became reckless and went joy riding with George Orr.



Law degree in hand, Randolph parted ways with his schoolmates and returned home to open a law office a block away from the courthouse in Hampton, across the street from the town bank. The young lawyer inspired confidence and soon obtained a number of local clients, positions, and professional responsibilities, including roles like general counsel for Varnville and Hampton County, president of the county legal bar, and a director of the newly founded chamber of commerce. Randolph also cultivated an interest in criminal law early in his career, assisting the local solicitor with trials, including cases of murder.

Among those who took notice of the ambitious young lawyer was Etta Harvey, daughter of a country doctor. She married Randolph Murdaugh at her parents’ home in an afternoon ceremony on March 24, 1914. The couple’s wedding announcement praised the “charming and accomplished” Etta as “one of the leaders of the society set of Hampton, and… a beautiful young woman of the blond type.” Randolph was described as a “brilliant young attorney” well-known for his “large and lucrative practice.” After a honeymoon in Florida the Murdaughs returned to Varnville to make their home. Less than a year later, on January 9, 1915, Etta gave birth to a little boy, Randolph Murdaugh Jr., who would later come to adopt his father’s former nickname, “Buster,” not to mention eclipse his legacy entirely. But for now it was Randolph Sr.’s turn in the spotlight.

The next year Randolph Sr. published a short-lived newspaper, the Hampton Herald, and kept up a busy civic schedule. He had entered politics since coming home, following in the footsteps of his father by serving as a Hampton County delegate to the South Carolina Democratic Party’s convention. Two years later Etta gave birth to another boy—John Glenn Murdaugh—but complications ensued. She was admitted to a hospital in Charleston after the delivery and treated by her father. Yet Dr. Harvey’s efforts proved insufficient. Etta died of blood poisoning on September 15, 1918, at twenty-nine years old. As Randolph scrambled to find help to raise a toddler and a newborn at the family home in Varnville, his woe deepened. His widowed mother, Annie Marvin Davis Murdaugh, one of Varnville’s oldest citizens at age seventy-one, fell ill and suffered extreme nausea for four agonizing months before she, too, passed.

These deaths did not dim Randolph’s star for long. A little more than a year after Etta died the Guardian reported that Varnville residents were “quite surprised” on Sunday, November 30, 1919, to learn of the early morning marriage of Randolph Murdaugh and Estelle Marvin. The couple’s honeymoon, the newspaper’s society column noted, consisted of a driving tour of the Deep South. A few months after the happy couple returned, Randolph made more news: he was running for public office, seeking to become the local solicitor.

On paper the job of solicitor didn’t look too attractive: a small, part-time salary in exchange for the responsibility of prosecuting all major crimes across multiple counties without the aid of any staff. But what the elected position lacked in pay it made up for in power and prestige. The solicitor controlled the local criminal docket, meaning he handled all plea bargaining with criminal suspects and decided which cases went to trial and when they did so. The prominence of the position helped deliver clients to a solicitor’s private practice, too, which provided a crucial supplemental income to their public salary. Specifically, Randolph Murdaugh was campaigning in 1920 to become solicitor of South Carolina’s 14th Judicial Circuit, a political and legal domain created by the legislature four years earlier that originally included four counties spread across 3,000 square miles of the Lowcountry. Beyond Randolph’s home county of Hampton, the 14th Circuit contained Beaufort County, a coastal paradise of islands and marshes and seaside farms; Colleton County, a section dominated by wetlands and defunct rice plantations; and Jasper County, the lush, untamed, and isolated southern corner of the state. In 1919, rural, inland Allendale County was created and added to the circuit, too.

Leading up to the election, the thirty-three-year-old candidate campaigned at picnics and political rallies. Randolph shouted his stump speech in front of local courthouses and bought newspaper advertisements that touted his legal experience and popularity, promising he would act as a “faithful, fearless, and competent” public servant “who cannot be influenced or intimidated to depart from his duty as solicitor.” Randolph’s two opponents, both attorneys in the town of Walterboro, took swipes at him in their own campaign ads, claiming the large caseload Murdaugh enjoyed at his law firm would make him too busy and conflicted to discharge his duties honorably. An endorsement of rival attorney R. M. Jefferies crowed that Randolph’s opponent “has no entangling connections with corporations that might embarrass or tempt him”—a barely veiled shot at Randolph and his deep-pocketed clientele. Meanwhile candidate Heber R. Padgett published an ad that highlighted his service in the army during World War I and noted how Randolph stayed out of uniform and far from action, neglecting to mention, of course, that Randolph was medically disqualified from becoming a naval officer. “Mr. Murdaugh enjoys a large and lucrative practice, which was uninterrupted by the war,” said the Padgett ad. “He does not need the office.”

Voters across the Lowcountry disagreed with the Walterboro lawyers, electing Randolph Murdaugh their next solicitor by a landslide. Little did anyone know Randolph’s victory was the beginning of a century-long family tradition, that he would be the first of four generations of the Murdaugh family to exercise the power of the local prosecutor’s office. As Randolph assumed office in 1921, he had no script to read from, no father to teach him the trade. At the beginning, Randolph relied on instincts alone to excel as solicitor. He was slated to make his debut in criminal court in February 1921, but illness intervened—the first of many times poor health would disrupt Randolph’s professional life. Three months later, however, Randolph stood tall in the Hampton County Courthouse and tried one of his first cases, convicting the former county treasurer of embezzlement. So began the career of one of South Carolina’s most esteemed solicitors, who quickly earned public praise for his expedient prosecution of cases that ranged from housebreaking to hog theft to murder.

Among his first murder trials was the case of Jake Terry, whom Randolph convicted and sent to the electric chair. Terry was accused of walking into a church in the Hampton County town of Estill on the afternoon of Sunday, April 9, 1922, and shooting a romantic rival dead. Thaddeus Fulton was kneeling in prayer at the church’s altar, accepting wine and bread during a communion service, when Terry walked in and fired six bullets from a pistol, hitting Fulton five times and killing him on the spot. A search posse soon cornered Terry in a swamp, where a shootout occurred. Terry escaped and kept running, but was soon discovered by police in the nearby town of Fairfax, just up the railroad. This time the police caught Terry, but not before shooting him in the hip and leg. Terry was arraigned and briefly jailed before being transported to Charleston for lifesaving surgery.

Terry survived the posse and police, but he would not outlast the solicitor. Randolph Murdaugh brought Terry to trial on a murder charge just two months later with the recommendation of the death penalty. The defendant, still convalescing, attended his trial from atop a cot, where he laid immobile within a plaster cast that enveloped his hips. Terry confessed on the witness stand to the killing and asked the jury to spare his life. The jury convicted him and denied his plea for mercy. The judge had no choice but to sentence Terry to die in the electric chair. Like almost all the convicts sent to death row in South Carolina at the time, Terry was a Black man.

Terry’s injuries healed slowly, requiring him to stay within the state penitentiary’s infirmary as he awaited his appointment in the electric chair. Terry found himself in a bewildering situation: he was restoring his health in order to be executed. In the end Terry did not have enough time to fully convalesce. On March 16, 1923, a police captain read him his death warrant. A famous American evangelist, Billy Sunday, visited the prison in support of Terry and prayed aloud for the condemned man. Because Terry still could not walk, prison attendants carried him to the electric chair, where he was strapped into place and given the chance to speak his last words. Terry recited the 23rd Psalm, “The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want…” then begged God for mercy right up until the moment a fatal burst of electricity coursed through his broken body.

Just as stridently as he sought to send a crippled Black man to the electric chair, Randolph sought that same year to obtain the first conviction of a White man in Hampton County for the killing of a Black person. He succeeded, though this killer got off comparatively light when a judge sentenced him to twelve years in prison for the manslaughter. Randolph fought just as hard, too, to keep one defendant out of prison in 1923, arguing unsuccessfully to a judge that it was “un-American” to punish a man who violated Prohibition laws, as he had previously been tried in federal court.

Randolph did as he pleased in public office, indifferent to political blowback. Near the end of his first term the solicitor tried Wilson Harvey, a former governor, on charges of violating banking laws, beginning the trial by boldly insisting Harvey be placed in a dock during the reading of his alleged crimes. This irritated the former governor’s attorney, Edgar Brown, a legendary lawyer and legislator recently elected speaker of the South Carolina House of Representatives. Randolph and Brown sparred for two days at the ex-governor’s trial, each lawyer becoming so animated and hostile that the judge threatened both men with fines and imprisonment should they not behave themselves. Though a jury acquitted the governor, Randolph’s stature seemed burnished, not diminished by the legal clash. Months later he extracted a guilty plea from the former governor, anyway, when the defendant agreed to a plea deal concerning other alleged banking violations.

People admired the urgency in which Randolph dispatched his cases and cleared the dockets in all five counties under his watch. As election time neared in 1924, a judge deemed Randolph Murdaugh “one of the hardest working, cleanest, and most capable solicitors in the entire state.” This opinion seemed widespread. When it came time for the next election, no other lawyer in the Lowcountry challenged him for the solicitor’s post. Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh began his second term in 1925. Just six days into the new year, a killing occurred that would demand his attention as a prosecutor until the end of his life. There was a dead White policeman in Beaufort, and two Black brothers were on the run.



Alex Murdaugh needed a job. Dad picked up the phone.

Soon he was speaking with Jim Moss, a lawyer in Beaufort and a longtime friend to the Murdaugh family. It was 1994 and Randolph “Randy” Murdaugh III had been solicitor for eight years. He told Moss that his son Alex was graduating law school and looking to come home to the Lowcountry. But rather than him take a job immediately in Hampton, he thought Alex would benefit from working elsewhere first, to learn the legal ropes outside of the longtime family law firm, which had grown in recent decades to include a number of other partners. “Will you take him on?” asked Randy.

It was hard to say no to a friend. It was also hard to say no to the local solicitor, especially one whose family had been in the office for nearly seventy-five years. He and Randy were about the same age and attended college together. They started their law careers about the same time in the 1960s when Randolph “Buster” Murdaugh was the longtime solicitor. Moss didn’t hesitate to agree to the favor. “I’d consider it an honor, as a matter of fact,” he told Randy.

Randy knew the men would be a good match because Alex and Moss had grown close over their love of football. Moss was an all-star member of the football team at the University of South Carolina, whose hopes of a professional career were cut short by injury. Alex had been a walk-on member of the Gamecocks football squad almost three decades later, in the late 1980s, and he, too, suffered a major injury, to his knee. Moss was familiar with Alex’s impressive high school football career in which he played both starting quarterback and was a kicker. In one magnificent performance during the season opener his senior year, Alex caught five interceptions and booted a field goal.

Alex planned to take the job and move to Beaufort with his new bride, Maggie. He had met Margaret “Maggie” Branstetter at the University of South Carolina and soon the couple was going steady. Maggie and Alex married in 1993, just before Alex began his final year at the university’s School of Law. Their wedding took place in downtown Charleston at the beautiful and historic Second Presbyterian Church, followed by a reception at Hibernian Hall, another grand old columned white building in the Holy City. After Alex graduated law school the next year the couple moved to Beaufort, eventually buying a house just outside of town on Cat Island, a neighborhood where many homes fronted the marsh on one side and a golf course on the other.

The couple had young friends who lived in town, including Alex’s college buddy Cory Fleming, who was hired to work as an assistant solicitor under Alex’s dad. After two years as a prosecutor he went to work for Moss’s law firm, too, where he eventually became a partner and practiced for more than twenty years. Alex’s friendship with Fleming would later prove crucial in perpetrating some of his largest frauds and thefts.

Alex made a strong debut as a lawyer, capitalizing on his family’s longstanding social connections and his personable nature. Though his father and grandfather were known as talented trial lawyers, Alex did not have the same appetite to perform in front of judge and jury. Alex was more carefree and laissez-faire than his father, the solicitor, said Moss. Alex’s best work was done outside the courthouse, obtaining cases and negotiating settlements. “His real forte with the law was he knew people,” said Moss. “He was good at getting clients who had been in wrecks and stuff, especially up in Hampton ’cause he knew everybody. He brought in good cases. One led to another.”

Though they had moved from South Carolina’s capital city to the coast, the newlywed Murdaughs did not leave Columbia behind entirely. They returned to their alma mater frequently, especially during weekends in the fall to tailgate at football games and watch the Gamecocks at Williams-Brice Stadium. Moss would attend the games, too, and make sure to stop by a tailgate spot by the stadium gate used by members of the Hampton law firm Peters, Murdaugh, Parker, Eltzroth & Detrick. “We’d always get our last beer there and go on in (to the game),” said Moss. “Maggie was usually passing out drinks.”

Moss remembers Maggie as cheerful and friendly, happy to be in everyone’s company. She was well-liked and a tremendous hostess. “She knew where the drinks were, where the liquor was, the beer, the chasers,” said Moss. “I thought she was a wonderful girl.” Maggie embraced her new home in Beaufort and the Lowcountry. She had been born to parents with roots in Kentucky and moved around the eastern United States as a kid, graduating high school in Unionville, Pennsylvania. She transferred to the University of South Carolina about the time her parents moved to Summerville, outside of Charleston. Her new life in Beaufort was convenient, about an hour’s drive from both her parents’ home as well as her in-laws’ house in Hampton County.

While Maggie was head over heels for Alex, some of her friends had reservations about her relationship with him. One friend recalled traveling with Maggie to Mexico following college graduation. She remembers Maggie sitting on the hotel bed one day, talking about dating Alex. The girlfriend listened politely, disinclined to “burst her bubble” and reveal her negative opinion of Maggie’s boyfriend. Inside her head, however, alarm bells were ringing. “Girl, you should not go there,” she thought to herself, figuring Maggie would learn the truth about Alex sooner or later.

Alex had dated another of this woman’s friends at the University of South Carolina before Maggie. The relationship was tumultuous, and the woman didn’t like the way Alex treated her friend. “I don’t know what you see in this guy,” the woman once protested. “He’s a meathead… a knucklehead.”

When it came to Alex, this was hardly a unique opinion. Alex was a bruiser, more inclined to use his fists than his brain while in high school and college. He engaged in fights constantly, especially at bars and other places where he consumed alcohol, looking to find or create conflict. By all accounts he was always the loudest guy in the room, and usually the biggest, too. If anyone bumped into him, “It was on!” said one fraternity brother of Alex. “Just routinely stirring up shit.”

He and Alex were members of the Kappa Alpha Order fraternity at the University of South Carolina. Among this man’s memories was the night Alex clubbed someone with a beer bottle, perhaps at the bar the Cotton Gin down in Five Points, a hub of college bars and restaurants that included fraternity brother favorites like Jungle Jim’s and the Elbow Room, where one former bouncer recalled twice throwing Alex out and that bar patrons became unnerved by his tendency to engage in a creepy, “thousand-yard stare.” At the Cotton Gin the blood flowed along with the beer, and paramedics and police responded to the scene. Alex avoided arrest, something he managed to do quite well for a long time. Oftentimes, said his fraternity brother and others, Alex would drop his name to police and tell them his father was one of South Carolina’s sixteen solicitors. “Do you know who I am? Do you know who my dad is?” his fraternity brother remembers him exclaiming to get out of a scrape. Such an invocation was often enough to spook the cops or earn their goodwill. “In our generation, if law enforcement got involved it still went away,” said the fraternity brother.

Such was the case when Jared Newman, a Beaufort County sheriff’s deputy, responded to a call at the Huddle House restaurant on Hilton Head very early one morning in the late 1980s. He arrived to find high schooler Alex Murdaugh fighting with another man in a parking lot. Alex had been supposedly angered when his opponent insulted his grandfather, said Newman, who later worked as an assistant solicitor under Alex’s father. The other teen didn’t want to press charges, so Newman sent the boys home.

Alex’s fraternity brother recalled another time that a young Alex allegedly “beat the hell” out of a fellow pledge when both were rushing, or considering pledging the fraternity. Alex then taunted the other pledge, said the fraternity brother, telling him “Bo’, that’s how we handle things in Hampton County if someone’s talking shit.” “Bo’ ” being short for “boy,” sort of the Lowcountry equivalent of “dude.” Such behavior would usually be disqualifying for a pledge except the fraternity brothers held a high opinion of Alex’s older brother, Randolph “Randy” Murdaugh IV, who was already a member of the fraternity. The woman who vacationed with Maggie in college said she and her friends would pity Alex’s older brother, exclaiming sentiments like “God, Randy is such a nice guy. It’s a shame he has to be associated with his asshole brother.”

Alex was regularly rowdy, unpleasant, and dishonest. One fraternity brother remembers him cheating in class and picking his courses based on which exams the fraternity already had on file, not unlike many other fraternity brothers. Another brother remembers Alex driving around with a flashing light atop his car, impersonating police or emergency vehicles, not caring about any consequences. “He could do what other people couldn’t do. And if you were with him, you could do what other people couldn’t do, because he’d get you out if it,” said this fraternity brother.

Brothers said Alex derived sadistic pleasure from hazing pledges. Though he drank alcohol excessively and well before the legal age, he was righteous about marijuana use, trying to exclude any pledge who smoked pot. He bullied pledges, calling one out-of-state student “Yank” so often that when the former pledge returned the next year as a sophomore he abruptly put an end to the unwanted nickname, pointing his finger into Alex’s chest and bluntly instructing him to curtail its use. As one brother who left the university said, “Alex is the reason I transferred.”

Kappa Alpha Order had a fixation with the past, particularly the Civil War era. The fraternity counts Confederate general Robert E. Lee as its “spiritual founder.” During Alex’s time in the fraternity in the late 1980s members frequently flew the Confederate flag, sang the Southern folk tune “Dixie,” and wore Kappa Alpha T-shirts that proclaimed, THE SOUTH WILL RISE AGAIN. For decades the fraternity hosted Old South parties, in which fraternity and sorority members wore a combination of period garb and formalwear as they celebrated the not-too-far-removed Southern slave-owning aristocracy. Fraternity brothers were selected to assume the characters of General Lee and the president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis, to whom the Murdaugh family claimed a distant relation. Alex was photographed at one of these parties wearing a Confederate military uniform jacket over a tuxedo dress shirt with black bow tie, a gaping smile across his face.

Alex’s father celebrated the same way when he was a member of Kappa Alpha at the University of South Carolina. As the 1960 Garnet and Black college yearbook stated, “The highlight of the spring semester was the Old South Ball. On this festive weekend KAs from all over the state gathered in Columbia to relive the ante-bellum days of the Old South. The events of the weekend—the Sharecropper’s Shindig, the Secession Ceremony, The Mint Julip [sic] Party, and the Old South Ball—proved their usual tremendous success.”

Alex was eventually elected to the No. 2 position in the fraternity, which required him to fulfill the duties of pledge trainer. Under Alex’s watch, the KA pledges botched the annual fundraiser performed by the fraternity to benefit the Muscular Dystrophy Association, according to one fraternity brother. Having neglected to raise any money for charity, Alex and the pledges devised a last-minute plan to sell raffle tickets for a videocassette recorder, an expensive piece of electronics equipment at the time. The fraternity brothers didn’t have a VCR to award the winner, but they didn’t need one—they were going to rig the raffle and steer the winning ticket to someone who knew better and wouldn’t seek the phantom prize, said a fraternity brother. The fraternity sold the tickets and gave the money to charity, but nobody ever won a VCR. Alex’s moral compass, said the fraternity brother, “was always broken.”



Ben Heyward was sleeping softly in a chair, warmed by a fire burning in the hearth. His young children rested quietly in his lap. His wife was away for the day, planting lettuce in a field down the road. Ben had shuttered all the windows in the house, making it dark. He didn’t want light, or anything or anyone else, coming inside. But fate could not be kept away. This nap, almost ended, was the last carefree slumber Ben Heyward would ever enjoy.

While Ben napped an automobile arrived and parked close to his home late in the afternoon of January 6, 1925. Ben woke up, alarmed by the intrusion. He lived in the countryside, in a one-room house on a “one-horse farm,” to use his words, ten miles outside Beaufort, within the tranquil rural community of Seabrook, where tidal rivers flowed silently beside fields edged by live oaks. His ramshackle home sat within a cluster of shacks. His brother, Willie, lived behind him, across a field. Not too many cars came out here.

Ben walked to the front of his house and peered through a gap in the wall. The exterior siding was weathered and imperfect, “old boards nailed together and you could look through and see good,” said Ben. He spotted a man approaching his house with a pistol. Ben grabbed his own weapon—a shotgun—and waited. The man with the pistol was policeman B. Paul Carden. He and another lawman, Hubert Randall, had motored to the Seabrook community to make an arrest at the “colored houses,” as Randall called them, referring to a settlement of modest homes owned by Black families. The pair of White policemen stopped the car outside the first house they saw.

Inside the small house, the policemen believed, was Willie Heyward, a Black man accused of larceny for failing to pay another man thirteen dollars of wages. The policemen had a warrant for Willie’s arrest on the misdemeanor charge. As the two policemen stepped out of the car they left a young Black companion in the automobile, perched on the back seat. Paul Middleton, fifteen, had worked odd jobs for Randall that day and was catching a ride home. The policemen’s plan was to nab Willie Heyward before sunset and then bring Paul to his house while they transported the suspect to jail.

Paul watched as Carden and Randall took separate paths to the house. Randall, acting as Carden’s deputy, went to the rear of the house, lighting a cigar as he prepared to stand vigil. Carden walked to the front door. Both men kept a holstered pistol on their waists. From the car, Paul Middleton witnessed Officer Carden approach the house and rap on the front door of the house. He saw the door open partially and overheard the policeman’s conversation with whomever was inside.

“Are you Willie Heyward?” asked Carden, skipping an introduction.

“Yes,” said Ben Heyward, claiming falsely to be his brother. He slipped the nose of a shotgun through the doorway. Carden caught sight of the barrel pointed his way.

“What you doing with that gun?” asked Carden.

Heyward responded by pulling the trigger. The shotgun roared and a volley of #4 lead shot tore through Carden’s abdomen, knocking him to the ground. Paul watched from the car as Ben sprinted from the house and across a field, toward another small house. Deputy Randall called out Carden’s name as he ran to the front of the first house. He rounded a corner to find Carden lying on his back at the doorstep. The policeman’s intestines had spilled out of his body. He appeared dead.

As Randall assessed Carden and called for help from Paul, Ben Heyward reached the home of his brother Willie. The Heyward brothers together charged back toward Ben’s house, where deputy Randall and Paul were tending to Carden. Moments later men on both sides were shooting at each other and taking cover. Randall threw his body behind a chicken house. The Heyward brothers took refuge in a nearby swamp. During a lull in the shooting Randall and Paul removed Officer Carden’s limp, disemboweled body to the car. The shootout then culminated with Randall driving the car away at top speed, with Paul in the back seat, holding Carden. As the lawmen and boy made their escape Ben Heyward stepped out from a hedge in an ambush and blasted away with his shotgun, peppering the automobile with shot. One pellet struck Paul in the jaw provoking the youngster to grab Carden’s pistol off the car seat and fire a few errant shots back at Ben as the car accelerated toward Beaufort.

The brothers fled into nearby woods, where they stayed the night. The next day friends brought them food. That’s when Ben learned, to his horror, that not only did he shoot a White man, he’d killed a White man. And not only did he kill a White man, but a White policeman. Such facts convinced Ben he needed to start running, and fast. Ben’s brother, Willie, was in a similar predicament. His arrest warrant was tied to the killing. He had participated in the shootout. And even if he did turn himself in and blamed Ben for the killing, who would believe him? Willie, too, decided he needed to run as far from South Carolina as he could.

The Heyward brothers’ wives abandoned their homes the day of the shooting, fearing retaliation. They were smart to leave. An armed mob of angry White men had formed within hours of the killing, and within a few days vigilantes torched the Heyward brothers’ homes and slaughtered their livestock. These actions were to be expected, for not only had Ben Heyward killed a White policeman, he killed a White policeman who belonged to the Ku Klux Klan.

The Klan had enjoyed a recent resurgence, its ranks swelling across the country in the 1920s. Within Beaufort County the Ku Klux Klan had rallied the previous spring, serving barbecue to a crowd in a grove in the town of Port Royal before an induction ceremony. At 9:00 o’clock that night a bugle sounded and three robed men rode on horseback down a parade line. A single-file procession of 100 robed men followed, the leaders of which carried a flaming cross and an American flag. At the rear of the procession marched 100 new members, each of them putting their hands on the shoulders of the man ahead of them as they became South Carolina Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.

When it came time to bury Carden, the Klan planned the funeral. A hearse left the Carden home in downtown Beaufort followed by a contingent of Klansmen and cars full of mourners. Among the survivors of the twenty-five-year-old policeman were his wife and three-year-old son. At a cemetery a few blocks away, Klansmen in full, hooded attire served as pallbearers and conveyed Carden to his grave. The funeral was officiated by a Klan chaplain and attended by an audience whose outrage over the murder was reported to be palpable.

Beyond the Klan, legitimate law enforcement officials also responded with urgency. Sheriff-elect James E. McTeer was sworn in early so he could investigate Officer Carden’s murder without delay. The governor and county dangled a $400 reward for information leading to the capture of the brothers, who were soon indicted for murder. Willie Heyward, said police, was thirty years old, of medium height and build, dark-skinned, and was scarred on the side of his face. Ben Heyward was twenty-eight years old and possessed a fairer, “ginger cake” complexion and limped when he walked.

While the sheriff pursued these suspects and sough their arrests, there was little for the solicitor to do in regard to Carden’s death. Plenty of other criminal matters occupied his attention instead, especially since he insisted on being very attentive to the duties of his elected position. Randolph searched alongside law enforcement officers in the pursuit of fugitives, who inevitably ran to the swamps. He helped lead investigations of suspicious deaths, including the assorted bodies found on the railroad tracks or floating in rivers. Every term of court he prosecuted sordid, shocking cases of human desperation, rage, and desire, as well as plenty of petty crime, including violations of Prohibition laws.

Emboldened by his reelection in 1924, Randolph prosecuted cases that sometimes rankled fellow prosecutors and lawyers and upset some of the traditional political establishment. After finally convicting the former governor on banking violation charges, Randolph brought murder charges against Alonzo Seabrook, a federal Prohibition agent, and another officer for killing a man wrongly identified as a liquor smuggler. Seabrook and state agent E. J. Harrington were looking for contraband liquor the night of May 24, 1925, when they stumbled upon a boat set atop blocks and undergoing repair at the water’s edge. They raided the boat and startled awake its occupant, J. G. Pittman, sixty-seven, who fired a gun at his unknown assailants. Seabrook fired back, killing Pittman in his boat. Afterward, less than a quart of whiskey was found on the vessel. When neighbors angrily confronted Seabrook over the needless killing, he claimed his status as a federal agent gave him legal immunity.

The killing outraged the public and editorialists across the state. Randolph shared their disgust and charged the officers for Pittman’s killing. These indictments, in turn, enraged Charleston’s law enforcement community and politicians. Seabrook, the federal Prohibition officer, fielded a high-powered defense team that included federal prosecutors, Charleston’s solicitor, the mayor of Charleston, and Randolph’s new legal nemesis, Edgar Brown. A trial ensued, where Randolph noted that no evidence of smuggling existed to justify the raid. He questioned why a man should lose his life over the police’s pursuit of a misdemeanor arrest, anyway. The judge was unmoved by these arguments. Before a jury was given a chance to deliberate the judge acquitted the officers in a directed verdict, saying the lawmen reacted appropriately in the line of duty.

Randolph vigorously tried a number of defendants accused of child molestation. In 1927 he convicted a minister who began a sexual relationship with a thirteen-year-old and later impregnated her. Four years later, he prosecuted an eighteen-year-old who raped an eight-year-old girl. When Randolph called the girl to testify she broke down in court repeatedly, unable to speak. Determined to elicit her testimony, Randolph arranged for the girl’s mother to sit on the witness stand and hold her daughter while the girl finished telling about being choked unconscious by her assailant and then carried into the woods. The courtroom maneuver paid dividends; the defendant was convicted and sentenced to forty years in prison.

To see Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh in court was to be mesmerized. Writer Chlotilde R. Martin of Beaufort attended the “curious spectacle” of court in the Lowcountry one day in 1933. She noted that all courtroom participants—judge, solicitor, sheriff… sometimes even the defendant—seemed to be buddies. “Most of them were boys together,” wrote Martin. “They fish and hunt together and swap the names of favorite bootleggers.”

These friendships were suspended, though, once the judge dropped his gavel and brought court to order. The legal proceedings almost seemed like theater. “Let his cue come and each man springs into action like an actor in a play,” wrote Martin in one edition of “Lowcountry Gossip,” the newspaper column she penned in the Charleston News and Courier for more than thirty years. She continued:


The man who has just swapped the latest joke with the defendant’s lawyer instantly becomes prosecuting solicitor, bristling with righteous indignation for his state’s honor. Mercilessly, he browbeats his friend in the witness chair, pausing at intervals to let fly venomed darts in the directions of his friendly enemy. The innocents in the courtroom beyond are so carried away by his impassioned picturing of the heinousness of the prisoner’s crime, it comes with a sick sense of shock to recall that the prisoner’s family and that of his prosecutor live in the same little Lowcountry town, that the battling lawyers were school mates at the same university.



Randolph’s “righteous indignation” was on display in the Beaufort County Courtroom in March of 1932 when he tried Willie Heyward, recently captured after seven years on the run. Heyward had been living in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and working in a steel mill under an alias. He had been arrested in Pennsylvania, and authorities passed word to Sheriff J. E. McTeer Jr. in Beaufort that the fugitive was in custody. McTeer soon drove north to retrieve the murder suspect, taking along another man and Hubert Randall, the magistrate’s constable who engaged in the shootout with the Heyward brothers as he carried policeman Carden’s slain body.

McTeer’s father and namesake had initially investigated this case, even taking office a few days early to get started. But he died of pneumonia a year later after driving exposed in the rain. The governor appointed his son, a twenty-two-year-old electrical engineer, to replace the sheriff. According to McTeer, the governor was at first leery of naming someone so inexperienced.

“What would you do if you had a prisoner and a mob threatened to take him from you? asked the governor in an interview.

McTeer said he would stop them.

“And what if they attacked you?” said the governor.

“I would keep shooting as long as the bullets lasted,” said McTeer.

With that the governor gave the young man his blessing. For many years J. E. McTeer Jr. was known as the “Boy Sheriff.” Ironically, despite his tough talk, McTeer almost never carried a gun. He preferred personal intervention and conversation in place of brute force—a tactic that some fellow lawmen found baffling. Yet the gentle approach made him popular in the community, and in particularly with many Black people on Beaufort’s Sea Islands. McTeer endeared himself to the Gullah people by his interest in Hoodoo culture, a spiritual tradition developed by enslaved Black people in the South. In fact, McTeer, a White man, regarded himself as a root conjurer and witch doctor. He ultimately spent thirty-seven years in public office, outgrowing his youthful nickname to adopt the grander sobriquet of “High Sheriff of the Lowcountry.”

One of the first things McTeer did upon filling his father’s shoes was to review every unsolved murder within the county in the last twenty years. It put Carden’s killing and the Heyward brothers at the front of his mind, and he made efforts over the years to track the men. Finally his outreach and investigation paid off, at least partially. Riding back from Pennsylvania to South Carolina’s state penitentiary in Columbia, McTeer chatted with Willie Heyward, who shared details of his and his brother’s escape and life on the lam. Willie told how they obtained a boat after fleeing into the woods and marsh, and rowed upriver to a railroad trestle, “where we done away with our guns.” Then they made their way inland along the tracks and roads to Allendale, where they caught a freight train up to Pennsylvania. For years Willie had been working in a steel mill under an alias. His brother, Ben, he said, had moved on to parts unknown in 1927 after breaking his arm. Willie said his brother Ben shot and killed Carden.

A few weeks after the arrest Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh brought Willie Heyward’s case to trial. Willie took the stand in his own defense and told of how his life was upended one winter afternoon when he was lying on his bed after chopping firewood. His wife Mary was in the kitchen and she called for him to fetch her some of the wood so she could cook supper. And then Mary said, “Willie, there is a car stopped at Ben’s house.”

“Nothing but an insurance collector,” he replied dismissively. The blast of a shotgun a moment later, however, caught his attention. Willie hurriedly put on his shoes on and looked outside his door. His brother was running toward his house, and Willie met him halfway.

“What’s the matter?” asked Willie.

“I shot a man,” said Ben, explaining he had assumed Willie’s identity.

Willie grabbed his gun from the house and fled into the swamp and woods. At this point, he told a jury, there was no turning back. During all the excitement, he said, he accidentally discharged his firearm. “I was scared and my gun went off in my hand,” said Willie, denying shooting at the lawmen.

His lawyer asked him why he ran away.

“This boy (Ben) shot this officer and shot him in my name,” said Willie. “I knew he was a White man and they were not going to wait on me to say anything at all.”

During cross-examination, the solicitor employed a skeptical, condescending tone as he asked questions of Willie Heyward. Randolph used a slur, too, as he began his questioning of the defendant.

“Willie, you are not a darkey that can be scared at all, can you?” asked the solicitor.

Willie said he could, in fact, be scared. “It is according to what is coming after me.”

The solicitor tried to sum things up, confirming, mockingly, that Willie essentially had nothing to do with the killing. “You are putting the entire thing on Ben?” he asked.

“I have to tell what he did,” said Willie.

The solicitor asked Willie more questions, to devastating effect.

“Why in the world… would he use your name?” wondered the solicitor, more or less disregarding Willie’s answer.

“Knowing that the sheriff’s house was only four miles away,” Randolph continued, “why in the world didn’t you go to Sheriff McTeer and tell him what had occurred?”

Again Randolph seemed uninterested in Willie’s explanation. Then he asked, “When you got to Pittsburgh… away from the whole thing, why didn’t you write back to Sheriff McTeer and tell him the whole situation and that you were willing to come back?

“From the time you cracked down on Mr. Randall when he was carrying the dead body of Mr. Carden back to the car, you have not said a word until the officers in Pittsburgh caught you, and you did not, up to that time, open your mouth?”

Willie Heyward made no response to Murdaugh’s last question. He was convicted and given a life sentence, a punishment much stiffer than any he would have faced if convicted of the petty larceny allegation that started the whole ordeal. As Willie started his prison sentence, little brother Ben remained at large.



It’s a boy! Such was the good news shared by Alex and Maggie Murdaugh after their first child was born April 11, 1996. They named him Richard Alexander Murdaugh Jr., after his father, and nicknamed him “Buster,” after his great-grandfather, the legendary longtime solicitor, who had just turned eighty-one years old. It was about as flattering and sincere a tribute as Alex could extend to his grandfather, an elected official who had served forty-six years as the local solicitor before stepping down and continuing work as a deputy prosecutor. He was a local legend, the man everyone knew to see when they found themselves in a jam. Alex had idolized his grandfather his entire life.

Alex and Buster shared a lot in common. Both men had sharp political instincts and were adept at working a crowd. Buster would shake every man’s hand in the room to keep tabs on the people on his turf. Alex would glad-hand, too, and just as often give hugs and handshakes and shout out “Hey, Bo’!” ’round the clock to his friends and acquaintances. They both knew just about everyone in town and beyond. Buster had a habit of popping into holes-in-the-wall down dirt roads on his way back to Hampton from some far-flung part of the circuit. Alex had a tendency to make plenty of side visits on his way to any place. Hitching a ride with him could prove an interminable experience. “He stops everywhere to talk to people,” said Russell Laffitte, his longtime friend and banker.

Buster and Alex had similar tastes, constantly filling their mouths with barbecue, alcohol, and chewing tobacco. They both played college football and liked to hunt and fish. They both earned undergraduate and law degrees from the University of South Carolina, Alex being part of the fourth generation of his family to do so. “I don’t think it ever occurred to us to be anything other than a lawyer,” said Buster once, speaking for the family.

Buster was so intent on Alex attending law school that the well-known solicitor would visit campus some Fridays to introduce his grandson to professors and administrators and assorted officials, said one of Alex’s fraternity brothers. It worked, and Alex started law school in 1991. Not everyone was convinced the law profession was the best fit for Alex, who was easily distracted and was often unable or unwilling to focus, according to assorted friends and acquaintances. Alex’s younger brother John Marvin was the rare male Murdaugh who resisted family tradition and did not become a lawyer. He named his boat Black Sheep, acknowledging his waywardness.

Both Buster and Alex were impossible to ignore. Buster was short, stocky, and bald and had an intimidating air about him. Buster was captivating, and, as one local lawyer said, “when he talked, everyone listened.” If people listened to Buster, they merely heard Alex. He was loud, always. He was usually scattered, talking a mile a minute. “I could hear him when he hit the door,” said Laffitte. Seconds later Alex would appear in the community banker’s office, asking affably, “Hey bo’, can you do this for me?”

Alex and Laffitte had known each other since they were boys, growing up together in their family’s brick ranch homes in the Pines neighborhood in Varnville. It was a childhood of bike riding, tadpole catching, barefoot adventures, forts made in the woods, and playing outside past dusk. Laffitte was the youngest of three kids born to Charlie and LaClaire Laffitte. Across the street lived Randolph “Randy” Murdaugh III and Libby Murdaugh along with their four children, Lynn, Randy IV, Alex, and John Marvin. The friendship between the families dated back at least two generations and seemed to get stronger as time passed. Randy and Libby Murdaugh coincidentally married the same day as Charlie and LaClaire Laffitte—June 3, 1961—in Lowcountry churches eighty miles apart. Then the couples became neighbors in Varnville and raised their children alongside one another.

The Murdaugh and Laffitte families each operated major institutions in Hampton County. The Laffittes and their extended family owned Palmetto State Bank, which under one name or another had been loaning money for more than a century through a number of branches in the Lowcountry. The Murdaughs, of course, had been in charge of the solicitor’s office for nearly as long and also operated an old family law firm. The Laffittes may have had a lot more money, but the Murdaughs controlled the courts, which was no small thing. “They were the law in Hampton County” said Russell Laffitte. “Very influential is an understatement.”

Laffitte initially resisted the pull of banking. After high school he farmed for five years, preferring to work in the fields and forest rather than sit behind a desk and computer screen. But then he went to college, earned a business degree in 1997, and gave the family business a chance. To his surprise he liked banking. Over the years he rose through the ranks to succeed his father and become the CEO of Palmetto State Bank, which under his command controlled $500 million in assets and operated seven branches.

During this time Laffitte became Alex’s primary banker, extending him millions of dollars in loans. Though the men weren’t especially close socially they did a lot of business together and enjoyed an easy relationship that reflected the longtime goodwill that existed between their families as well as their lifetimes of shared experiences in a small town. The men could hardy disentangle themselves if they tried. Alex was the godson of Laffitte’s father. Laffitte was the godson of Alex’s father. Alex once dated Laffitte’s wife in high school. Russell’s mother once worked in the solicitor’s office with Alex’s father and grandfather, and so on…

Yet no matter how much money Alex borrowed, it was never enough. He kept on returning to Laffitte to ask for more, even while borrowing money from others, too. This was a lifelong habit for Alex. Mike Macloskie recalled once seeing Alex at a sandwich shop in Columbia when Alex was a college student. The Beaufort lawyer was close friends with Alex’s grandfather, Buster, and had pleasant memories of meeting Alex as a boy, including a number of years when he’d see him participating in the operation of the Heritage Classic golf tournament on Hilton Head Island. The men greeted each other at the restaurant and Mike asked if there was any message he could bring home to the Lowcountry. “Tell my grandaddy that I love him,” said Alex.

Sometime later, when Macloskie next spoke to Buster, he relayed the tender message from his grandson. Buster was hardly impressed. He asked Macloskie if Alex mentioned money at all.

“No, why?” said Macloskie.

“That kid asks for money so much,” Buster explained, “that I need a T-shirt that reads, ‘Money isn’t everything, but it sure keeps your grandkid in touch.’ ”



Like father, like son. That was the consensus after a University of South Carolina football game in 1934, when Randolph Murdaugh Jr. entered the game as a substitute for the Gamecocks and evoked his dad’s gridiron ghost, making nearly all the tackles. As The State newspaper noted about the latest star of its hometown team, “It is said that Coach Laval expects to make one of the best linemen Carolina ever had out of ‘Buster’ Murdaugh.”

So similar were the men that young Randolph adopted the youthful nickname his father had shed since leaving campus—Buster. The nickname wasn’t simply inherited but earned; Gamecocks football coach Laval bestowed the revived nickname on Randolph Jr. after he “busted hell” out of an opposing player. The kid had made a splash off the field, too. He was elected vice president of the freshman class. He pledged the fraternity Pi Kappa Phi. And he had already met his future wife, the striking Gladys Marvin, who grew up in the Lowcountry on Mackay Point plantation and who was attending Columbia College across town from the university.

Buster had grown up with his father, his stepmother, Estelle, and his brother, Johnny. Life was comfortable during Buster’s childhood. Randolph Murdaugh Sr. made enough money to invest in a bank and other businesses, as well as to own one of Hampton’s first cars, though it was stolen briefly one year and burned in a fire the next. Despite wheeling it out of a burning garage, Estelle and a household servant were unable to save the automobile from becoming scorched. Randolph Sr. co-owned a boat when Buster was in high school, too, and invited the governor to cruise. The family took occasional weekend trips to the beach and the adults also visited New York City.

At home, Estelle appeared the consummate host. She and Randolph entertained visiting judges for dinner during terms of courts, and she held frequent bridge parties. The bridge gatherings were extravagant affairs, at least by small-town standards, featuring elaborate lunches and an abundance of prizes, such as candy boxes and hand-painted lemon dishes. Game tables were spread throughout the rooms of the Murdaugh home, each of which dripped with decorations, including cut flowers, potted plants, balloons, and gobs of confetti.

Estelle was popular. So was her husband, Randolph. “Although a prosecuting attorney he has more friends than any one man in this section,” said The State newspaper in 1936, just before Randolph won his fifth straight election, again without opposition. Out of all these admirers, Randolph had perhaps no greater friend than his son, who had spent a lifetime following his father into the courtroom, first as a child, then as an apprentice, and finally as a law partner.

The deep, harmonious bond between father and son stood in contrast to the dysfunction that dominated other families in Hampton and sometimes manifested in violence. One day in 1933 a teenager in the area of Pritchardville consumed five drinks of alcohol, argued with his stepmother, and blew her head off with a shotgun. He pleaded temporary insanity and said he had no memory of the incident and was acquitted by a jury. Two years later, another teenager blasted his father in the back with a shotgun—retaliation for a whipping. He pleaded guilty to the homicide and was sent to reform school. There was also the case of a doctor in the Hampton County town of Yemassee whose wife was found on the floor of their bedroom in 1932, her throat slashed seven times. Three years, one long investigation, and two trials later, Randolph convicted the doctor of manslaughter.

Randolph’s appeal in the Lowcountry was so strong he could stake out the occasional progressive position or try a controversial case without alienating his supporters. While other solicitors demurred, he stated publicly in 1935 that women should be allowed to serve on state juries, believing “their presence would have a good influence.” A year later he tried a White magistrate in Colleton County for public malfeasance, accusing the official of failing to disburse all of a deceased Black man’s money to his heirs. Yet at other times, when convenient, Randolph could help keep Blacks down and reinforce the notion of White supremacy, such as his use of a racial slur in the trial of Willie Heyward in 1932. Also in 1932, during the murder trial of an Estill man accused of killing a road foreman, Randolph said that the testimony of a single White witness, who believed an unlawful murder occurred, was preferable to the accounts of six Black men, who testified the killing was justified.

Randolph’s political star was steadily rising. In 1935, he was named an honorary Young Democrat in Charleston alongside South Carolina political giants James Byrnes and Burnet Maybank—men who both served as governor, US senator, and other high offices. In 1936, Solicitor Murdaugh earned the honor of an appointment to the board of trustees of his alma mater, the University of South Carolina. This was the same year his son, Buster, earned his undergraduate degree and began studying at the University of South Carolina School of Law.

Yet other parts of Randolph’s life were falling apart. His younger son, Johnny, was troubled, said to drown chickens for amusement. Johnny was born into trauma, his birth supposedly difficult and a factor, if not the outright cause, of his mother’s death. His father always treated him coldly and held that against him, Johnny told his stepchildren.

Johnny suffered an excessive number of blows to the head over the years, including a severe gash to his skull from a car crash when he was twelve years old. These incidents were only the beginning of Johnny’s problems, and he was sent to military school in Georgia as a teenager, given the chance of a new start.

Meanwhile Randolph’s wife of seventeen years, Estelle, was in poor health. Estelle entered the hospital and lingered for months before dying in February 1937 at age forty-six. Randolph Sr., rarely one to miss court, convicted a magistrate’s constable of manslaughter during the week and then was at his wife’s bedside when she died during the weekend. He was a widower once again.

Financial troubles compounded Randolph’s grief. As the Great Depression rippled through Hampton County, it caused the closure of local sawmills and banks. Randolph lost most of his wealth when one of these banks failed. It would not be the last time his family suffered a stunning and swift reversal of fortune. Buster was enrolling at college when the hard times commenced. “When I left to go to school at Carolina, he was flat broke,” Buster once recalled. “His salary as a solicitor was about $137.50 every two weeks.”

To afford his college education, young Buster attended school on a football scholarship at the University of South Carolina. He worked as many as three jobs a day, each of which he scheduled around his classes. He started his typical school day at 7:00 A.M. at the South Carolina highway department. Then from 9:00 A.M. to 1:00 P.M. he attended classes. From there he headed to the state insurance commission for the afternoon. If the legislature was in session, he finished the day at the State House, working as a clerk for the South Carolina Senate.

Buster made time, too, to court his future wife, Gladys. He was hardly the only one to notice the head-turning beauty. In high school she stirred desire simply by wearing her basketball uniform. Boys watched her game carefully from the sidelines, more interested in skin than sport.

“It was during this period that girls basketball teams made the change from chaste, black bloomers to the figure-complimenting shorts and sleeveless tops,” wrote Lt. Col. James Walker DeLoach in an essay about old Hampton, penned decades after his school years ended. DeLoach recalled the day he saw Gladys for the first time. She was on the visiting team and wearing that new style of uniform. “There was a red-haired girl on the Ridgeland team. Pretty. Lord she was pretty—And, she was appropriately embarrassed by our stares,” wrote DeLoach. “I don’t remember who won the game. But Buster Murdough [sic] won: He married that redhead. We thought that was in order—Buster was always a go-getter.”

Buster and Gladys married on June 24, 1937, at her childhood home of Mackay Point, where her father worked as the property’s manager. The wedding was held on a lawn beneath the extensive canopy of a grove of live oaks, with Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh serving as his son’s best man. Afterward, Buster and his bride, a schoolteacher, honeymooned at Niagara Falls and Atlantic City, New Jersey, before returning to Columbia, where Buster began his final year of law school.

Love was in the air in Hampton County. A month after Buster and Gladys’s nuptials, widower Randolph Sr. married for the third time, taking the hand of Mary T. Hoffman. He took on a new legal partner as well months later, welcoming his son Buster to the newly rebranded family firm, Murdaugh & Murdaugh.

In October of 1939, a few months into Buster’s partnership with his father, police at last arrested Ben Heyward, the alleged fugitive killer from Beaufort County. Heyward had been on the run for nearly fifteen years—seven years longer than his brother Willie. Sheriff J. E. McTeer Jr. described Ben’s capture as “a long trail on a slim lead.” The sheriff’s dogged investigation of the case had revealed the fugitive suspect to be a veteran of World War I. McTeer reasoned that one day Ben would apply to receive his service bonus, he just needed to be patient and make the right inroads and alert the right people. Indeed, in the fall of 1939 Ben traveled from his home in Akron, Ohio to Cleveland, where he met with an employee of the American Legion who helped him file an application for the payout of benefits. The police arrived before any checks did. McTeer soon got some good news: Ben was in custody in Ohio.

McTeer immediately started another drive north with former magistrate’s constable Hubert Randall, who had helped retrieve Willie Heyward in Pittsburgh seven years before that. Randall would now be able to confront the man who had shot at him and killed Officer Carden. Also riding in the car were a highway patrolman and Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh. The South Carolina policemen were smart to bring along a lawyer, as Randolph would be needed.

Heyward’s removal from Ohio was temporarily delayed due to an appeal from his own lawyer, Chester K. Gillespie, a Black state legislator from Cleveland who came to be known as “Mr. Civil Rights” in Ohio for his work to promote racial integration. Through articles in the Call and Post, Cleveland’s newspaper serving the Black community, Gillespie publicly pleaded Heyward’s case, portraying Heyward as an innocent victim of racist, unlawful southern White “mobsters” who shot at him and burned his house in retaliation for a $13 pay dispute. Heyward and his brother Willie had no choice but to defend themselves, according to Gillespie’s narrative, and the men had to live for four months in the swamp before they caught a train car to Pittsburgh, where they eventually parted ways and could live without threat of violence.

Gillespie decried South Carolina as a “savage and uncivilized state” where lynchings of Black people were commonplace. Even if Heyward was protected from lynch mobs upon his return to South Carolina, said Gillespie, it would be impossible for the murder suspect to receive a fair trial given “the atmosphere of race hatred and prejudice.” The party of lawmen visiting from South Carolina of course felt differently than Gillespie and his client, both about the facts of the killing and Heyward’s chances of staying safely incarcerated and receiving due process. Gillespie’s appeal and request for a habeas corpus proceeding, in which Heyward’s detention would have to be justified beyond the indictment already issued by a grand jury in South Carolina, was denied twice, first by a circuit court and then by the Ohio Court of Appeals. Finally the decision to let Heyward go or not landed on the desk of Ohio’s governor, John W. Bricker. Solicitor Murdaugh and Sheriff McTeer argued to Ohio authorities that mob rule is the exception in South Carolina, and that Beaufort County has never had a lynching. Ben Heyward, they told Governor Bricker, would receive his day in court.

Though McTeer insisted Beaufort County never had a lynching, mob violence against Black men, including their killing, had occurred in surrounding counties in South Carolina in recent decades. A mob of White men took the jailer’s keys and yanked Allen Seymour out of Hampton’s jail one night in December 1914. The Black man allegedly confessed to hiding in a pig pen and chasing after a White teenage girl in an attempt to steal clothing because he was freezing. A mob set Seymour free and then shot him dead in the back as he ran.

In 1917 a mob again snatched a Black man from the Hampton jail despite the inmate clasping desperately to the cell bars as he was pulled away, begging to be locked up and protected. The mob beat the suspect, who was accused of assaulting an elderly man, but spared his life. One year later a mob in nearby Fairfax in Allendale County was not as merciful, tying a Black murder suspect to a tree in broad daylight before riddling his body with bullets and leaving him to rot. Another Black man, Julius Woods, was found shot to death on the side of the road in Jasper County near Gillisonville in 1920 after he got in a scrap with a White boy. According to the sheriff, no one seemed to miss the murder victim. “In fact his own people seem to take no interest in this killing and so far can get no starting point,” the sheriff wrote in a report.

Just outside of Hampton, in the tiny town of Brunson, two Black boys were whisked out of their jail cell by a mob one night in August 1921. As the sign outside of town will tell you, Brunson is famous for having the world’s only octagonal town hall on stilts. In 1921 the raised town hall afforded summertime shade to its residents, so long as their skin was White. When the two Black boys objected sassily to this rule, they were jailed. After sunset the boys were sprung from jail by a small mob, brought to a swamp two miles away and thrashed.

Ed Kirkland would have gladly suffered a mere thrashing for his alleged wrongdoing. Instead, the Black man from Allendale County became the quarry of an angry mob who chased him across the Lowcountry before abusing him with a shocking amount of violence—shooting, hanging, and burning the suspected killer. Kirkland’s grim demise was set in motion when he feuded with his White landlord about money and then shot him in the head in the streets of the small town of Appleton the morning of October 26, 1921. Kirkland ran but was soon caught and turned over to the sheriff, who urgently tried to transport the suspect to Columbia for safekeeping at the state prison.

Knowing that a mob had formed and splintered apart to picket nearby bridges and roads, the sheriff drove on back roads, away from town, and managed to smuggle the suspect onto a train bound for the capital. But at the Fairfax station just a few miles down the track, a huge mob of masked men invaded the train cars in search of Kirkland. The suspect bolted from his hiding place but did not get far before a fusillade of bullets cut him down. His punctured body was brought to the center of the town of Appleton, where he lay ailing in an automobile. Supposedly, Kirkland made a statement that implicated a nearby Black lodge in the murder. Hearing this, the mob drove him to the lodge outside of town, swung him from the upstairs rafters and torched the building. The fire was visible all the way to Allendale, the county seat, miles away.

No one was ever arrested for any of these extrajudicial killings or attacks. No one was charged, either, for the infamous Lowman lynchings that took place in 1926 near the town of Aiken, a wealthy inland winter colony rife with horse farms. In this case, three Black suspects—two men and a woman—were awaiting a retrial on controversial murder charges when they were plucked from jail by a mob and shot dead in a nearby pine forest. The killings sparked widespread outrage, especially outside of South Carolina. In an effort to learn about locals’ feelings about the matter, the New York World wrote to assorted South Carolina newspapers, asking for their thoughts. The Hampton County Guardian obliged, stating lynching was not preferable, but nonetheless a useful tool should the courts ever falter. “We have an unfortunate situation here and it is necessary to protect the White women and girls of our county by quick justice,” said the newspaper, “but the courts so far have been amply sufficient to take care of such cases.”

No matter the Guardian’s indifference, attitudes were changing. A few months later Judge J. Henry Johnson of Allendale, an admitted White supremacist but also an admirer of law and order, took a less ambivalent stand toward lynching when holding court in Aiken, urging for the practice to go extinct. “I will say that a little band of willful men have besmirched the good name of Aiken County and of South Carolina,” said Johnson. “You cannot say it was manslaughter. You cannot say it was done in sudden heat and passion. It was murder.”

A shift in public opinion was evident, too, from the reaction to a 1930 lynching in Oconee County along the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains, where another Black man was tied to a tree and shot. The Spartanburg Herald called the lynching a “disgrace” and out of touch with common sentiment:


Though it be hard to face, it is true that not until the last 15 or 20 years has there been such violent opposition to lynching. There have been days when the community shuddered in the light of the day following the lynching of a Negro, then accepted it with a half-hearted investigation. Some dared say it might be the best way. Today, if that statement is made the lips from which it falls are black with ignorance and cruelty.



To bolster their argument of being able to afford Ben Heyward a safe and fair trial, McTeer and Murdaugh might have mentioned to Ohio authorities the case of E. F. Langford, a rural policeman in Beaufort County who was shot and killed at a picnic outside of Beaufort in June of 1927. Three weeks later, six Black suspects were being tried in Beaufort for the White policeman’s murder, guarded by two militia units called in by the governor, including a National Guard machine gun company. No violence befell the prisoners, all of whom were convicted of the killing, with three of them sentenced to be executed. This recalled that strange contradiction once faced by the crippled and condemned convict Jake Terry—the absurdity of life being preserved in order to be cut short.

Arguably, the decline in lynchings was hardly remarkable, with state-sanctioned executions simply taking the place of extrajudicial killings. As the Guardian newspaper noted, so long as the courts are taking care of the problem, the people don’t have to resort to lynching. Like a lynch mob, justice could be alarmingly swift in South Carolina courts, with some suspects caught, convicted, and executed by the state in the span of a few weeks. And like the victims of lynching mobs, the roster of prisoners executed by South Carolina was filled overwhelmingly with the names of Black men.

In the end, the Ohio governor granted the South Carolina authorities custody of Ben Heyward and permitted his return to the South. Heyward appeared in the Beaufort County Courthouse in late 1939, where he pleaded not guilty to the murder of policeman Carden. During his arraignment, Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh made sure to acknowledge the out-of-state cooperation and endorsement he and the sheriff received. “I would like to state right here in open court, that the sheriff and myself stated to the governor of the state of Ohio that this man could get a fair trial and I want to see that he does,” said Randolph Sr.

Heyward’s homecoming to South Carolina was not the only arrival Randolph celebrated that fall. On October 25, 1939, Gladys gave birth to his first grandson, Randolph Murdaugh III. At first blush, Randolph seemed on top of the world. He had a new wife. He was practicing law with his beloved son, Buster, who had just made him a grandfather. The Great Depression was ending and he was flush with business. He was, once again, running unopposed for reelection for his sixth straight term, and he was also on the eve of trying one of the biggest cases of his career, hoping to finally convict policeman Ben Carden’s alleged murderer. Yet all this good fortune, all this success, was rendered moot by one other development: Randolph was slowly dying.

Randolph was admitted to a Savannah hospital in February 1939 for treatment of uremic poisoning, a buildup of toxins in the blood caused by kidney failure. With his father hospitalized, Buster stepped in as solicitor at the next term of criminal court, trying five cases in a day and winning four convictions. Afterward he was thronged in the courtroom by well-wishers who complimented him on his impressive debut. The Guardian lauded the young volunteer prosecutor for his poise and preparation: “Despite the fact that his father lay critically ill, Monday was an important day in young Murdaugh’s life. A big responsibility was placed on his shoulders, that of taking the seat at the desk of one of the state’s most able prosecuting attorneys.”

Randolph Sr. was discharged from the hospital, but his recovery was elusive. He stayed out of court for much of the next year, allowing Buster to stand in his place. His absence in South Carolina courts was noted and the popular solicitor was missed. “Here is hoping that you will be well enough to be with us in Beaufort next week, as I certainly have missed being with you,” court stenographer J. D. Mars wrote Randolph on February 28, 1940, expressing his wish for the solicitor to heal in time for the trial of Heyward.

But even for this important case—a death penalty trial of a Black man who allegedly killed a White cop and KKK member and then escaped arrest for fifteen years—Randolph could not rally. Buster again acted as solicitor, inheriting the Heyward case from his father at age twenty-five, just like the “Boy Sheriff” J. E. McTeer Jr. of Beaufort County had inherited the cold case from his father and namesake, the late sheriff.

Buster called the case of State v. Heyward to trial in the spring 1940 term of criminal court in Beaufort County, his first death penalty case. The defense counsel struggled to find witnesses to testify for Heyward, citing the long lapse of time between the shooting and Heyward’s arrest. To compensate Heyward took the stand in his own defense and related his version of events. Heyward’s story was convoluted, and not supported by any other witnesses, sometimes differing entirely from other testimony. Nonetheless, according to Heyward, just prior to the shooting of Carden, he had been the subject of one threat or confrontation after another. A man wanted him dead, said Heyward, and he had been forced into hiding for fear of his life, refusing to emerge from his shuttered home. When Carden and deputy Hubert Randall surrounded his house without warning, guns on their hips, he panicked and assumed his enemy had come to kill him. The men never identified themselves as police, Heyward said, and he shot only after Carden began beating down his door. “If Mr. Carden had presented himself like a policeman I would not have been scared like I was…” Ben testified. “He had me scared almost dead.”

A narrative of mistaken identities emerged from the testimony: The police first confused Ben Heyward for Willie Heyward, then Heyward mistook the police for his tormentor—a supposed Mr. Robinson. “I believed my life was in danger,” said Heyward, pleading self-defense. Heyward testified about being trapped in his home, the exits blocked by armed men. There was no warrant out for his arrest and he had done nothing wrong. “I was standing in my house…” testified Heyward. “On my real estate and I pay tax for it.”

Beyond concern for his own safety, Heyward said he feared for his two young children left alone at the house. When he heard the gunshots fired by Randall, he worried his children had been targeted. “I done believe they killed my babies,” Heyward testified in response to the gentle questioning of his own lawyer. After this, the solicitor was given the chance to ask his own questions, many of them pointed. Just a minute or two into the cross-examination, the acting solicitor Buster Murdaugh became aggressive. “On that particular evening when you shot down the rural policeman in cold blood, you say, Mr. Robinson broke into your house?” he asked.

“When this man bolted my door he had me in my excitement…” testified Heyward. “I was excited and quite natural shot right there.”

Heyward said he did not see the man’s face but just turned quickly and fired. Buster was incredulous that Heyward would fire on someone who merely stepped upon his porch. According to the other witnesses, Carden did nothing more than rap on the door.

“And you have got a man in his grave today that came up to your house and knocked on the door?” asked Buster.

“He bolted in the door,” said Heyward, claiming Carden tried to force his way into the home.

“And you have got a man lying in his grave that came up to your door?” repeated Buster.

“He never presented himself to me, kind sir,” Heyward answered.

Back and forth it went, with Heyward parrying a slew of accusatory questions and insinuations from the solicitor. The questioning was spirited, insistent, and occasionally out of bounds, with the judge reeling the prosecutor back for asking leading questions. Again and again, Buster asked the defendant why he would shoot a gun at someone he didn’t recognize.

“You did not look through the crack to see who that man was…?” said Buster. “Just answer my question, did you take time to see who you were shooting at before you pulled the trigger…?”

Heyward maintained he was spooked and that the tragedy could have been easily avoided. “If the man had looked like a policeman and he had presented himself like a policeman I would not have been scared,” Heyward said again.

Unfortunately for Ben Heyward, a jury did not believe his version of the killing. What’s more, the jury declined to recommend mercy when they convicted him of murder on March 3, 1940. A judge subsequently sentenced Heyward to die in the electric chair. While Heyward was condemned, Murdaugh was celebrated for his high-stakes performance at the capital trial. “The prosecution was brilliantly handled by Randolph Murdaugh, Jr., young attorney pinch hitting for his father, Solicitor Randolph Murdaugh, who has been ill for several weeks,” said the Guardian.

But while Buster’s star burned bright, his father’s dimmed. Randolph’s health problems had not improved. In 1939 there was no possibility of him receiving dialysis or a kidney transplant—both these medical innovations were still a few years away from being realized. Just like Heyward, he had received a terminal sentence.

On the night of Thursday, July 18, 1940, Randolph visited friends. On the way home, after midnight, he stopped his car beside the railroad tracks. When a train approached he flashed the car’s headlights, then suddenly drove atop the railroad tracks and stared down the train. He heard a screaming whistle and a clanging bell. He saw a bright light looming closer and closer. He cackled into the chaos, determined to have the last laugh.
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