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F orty-three years ago today, when 
Arkansans were getting ready 
for bed or preparing for night 

shift, more than 900 fellow Amer-
icans lay dead around a pavilion in 
Jonestown, Guyana. Others were lost 
in Georgetown, the country’s capital.

American special forces at Howard 
Air Force Base in Panama scrambled. 
The first U.S. serviceman to set foot 
in Jonestown was David Netterville, 
who lives near Oklahoma City. He as-
sumed he was going into a gunfight to 
rescue survivors of a massacre. Heli-
copters flew over the jungle surround-
ing Jonestown calling for the living to 
come out. None did.

News reports said 
200 people had died in 
Jonestown. Then 500. 
But there were bodies 
on bodies. Every mili-
tary veteran who went 
to Jonestown remem-
bers the babies and small children. 
Many of these are buried in a common 
grave in Oakland, Calif. To speak with 
the fathers of some of these children 
is to sense a minuscule fraction of a 
pain that endures.

Soon the airwaves carried words 
from people who knew nothing but 
posed as experts. We heard about 
mind control and cults and charismat-
ic evil-doers. Yes, Jim Jones was evil. 
Yes, Jonestown appears to have been 
a kind of mini-North Korea, with pro-
paganda frequently screeched from 
loudspeakers. Yes, Peoples Temple, 
which began as an unorthodox Chris-
tian movement, had become a radical 
political cult.

But all this prevented us from 
seeing the most basic thing: that the 
more than 900 people who died at 
Jonestown and Georgetown — some 
by suicide, some by murder — were 
ordinary people. A detailed report 
recently released by the Jonestown 
Institute shows that several dozen had 
ties to Arkansas.

As the tragedy at Jonestown un-
folded, two people wrote letters to 
those who would come after. One was 
penned by a young woman named 
Annie Moore. She was in Jim Jones’ 
inner circle and was the only one 
aside from Jones to die of a gunshot 
wound. She may have been the last in 
Jonestown to die.

So we think she must have been 
crazy. But read her letter. She was con-
fused, but not crazy. She was idealis-
tic. She was full of hope. She was full 
of bitterness at a world that stole her 
hope. Like most of us, she longed for 
Eden. She felt the frustration of want-
ing heaven in a world that can’t supply 
it. She wasn’t crazy. What happened at 
Jonestown would be easier to under-
stand if she were.

A few weeks ago, a letter-writer to 
the Democrat-Gazette took a shot at 
a political opponent with a reference 
to Kool-Aid. Putting aside the trivi-
al fact that the cyanide at Jonestown 
was actually mixed with less expen-
sive Flavor-Aid, to say that a rival has 
“drunk the Kool-Aid” is to raise the 
untrue specter of mindless automa-
tons at Jonestown.

From the right, Fox News 
host Tucker Carlson has said that 
Biden supporters are creating new 
Jonestowns. Progressive congress-
woman Jackie Speier has said the 
same in reverse, though she, especial-
ly, should know better. In 1978, Speier 
was an aide to Congressman Leo Ryan, 
who was murdered near Jonestown. 
She herself was shot multiple times by 
one of the few at Jonestown who truly 
can be called perpetrators.

“Despite what happened at 
Jonestown, it was 
beautiful.” I’ve heard 
this enough from peo-
ple who spent time 
there — who lost 
loved ones there — 
to know that it must 
be true. These say 

that when Jim Jones wasn’t present, 
Jonestown was wonderful. Military 
veterans who went there still marvel at 
a community hewed from the jungle.

Y et, to say that Jonestown was 
beautiful is obviously incom-
prehensible — as incompre-

hensible as the human condition itself. 
At the center of the Jonestown tragedy 
is a deep, heartbreaking mystery. It’s 
a human mystery. And the humans 
have names.

Bernell Hines of Little Rock was a 
carpenter and welder at Jonestown. 
Mattie Gibson of Blevins sorted 
rice. Georgia Catney of Dexter was 
a cook and housekeeper. Annie Har-
ris of Caledonia helped with farming. 
Willie Grady of Wynne taught in the 
Jonestown school. Lucioes Bryant of 
Waldo was a painter, plumber and 
heavy-equipment operator. Leno-
ra Perkins of Warren worked in the 
baby nursery. Charlene Rochelle of 
Crossett was a dental assistant. Dessie 
Jordan of Hermitage worked with the 
children and the elderly. Glenda Polite 
of Texarkana did secretarial work. Ga-
briel Thomas of Monroe helped with 
electronics. In all, more than 40 Amer-
icans with roots in Arkansas died at 
Jonestown.

As the years have gone by, Jim 
Jones has become uninteresting to me. 
I want to know the stories of Charlene 
and Lucioes and Willie. Among the 
great gifts I’ve received are the sto-
ries of Peoples Temple and Jonestown 
survivors who were willing to speak 
with me.

Our fellow Americans — our 
fellow Arkansans — who died at 
Jonestown 43 years ago weren’t odd-
ities. They were people like you and 
me, with the hopes and dreams and 
hungers and anguishes and disap-
pointments and longings for things 
this mad world can’t fully supply.

—–––––v–––––—

Preston Jones oversees the website “Mili-
tary Response to Jonestown” (militaryrespon-
setojonestown.com) as well as “War & Life: 
Discussions with Veterans” (warandlifedis-
cussions.weebly.com). Email him at pjones@
jbu.edu.
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The beauty of ambivalence
A new poll for ABC and The 

Washington Post shows that 
27% of respondents wanted 

Roe v. Wade repealed while 60% want-
ed it retained.

On the drilled-down specific issue 
of whether the government or a wom-
an and her doctor ought to control the 
decision about abortion, 75% favored 
the woman and her doctor and only 
20% favored the government.

So, then, what is all this political 
screaming about? Why are Republi-
can-nominated Supreme Court jus-
tices pondering cases that deny abor-
tions more broadly and threaten the 
very case law made by Roe v. Wade?

It’s for the same reason that Ameri-
can politics grows ever-more dysfunc-
tional.

It is that zealous extremists make 
noise all out of proportion to their 
numbers while the sanely fair-mind-
ed and conflicted go less noisily about 
their daily lives. And our political 
process — by the influence of mon-
ey, congressional gerrymandering 
and the greater voting reliability of 
zealous extremists — has magnified 
the influence of extremist zealotry, 
of loudness, all out of proportion to 
the marginalization it once got and 
still deserves.

The answer is not to tell people to 
shut up — because we have the con-
stitutional right of free crazy in this 
country — but for the politicians to 
learn not to listen. But that’s hard for 
them. More than likely, their districts 
have been drawn to exaggerate the 
influence of right-wing or left-wing 
extremists on whose passions and 
votes they rely.

There is nuance to the finding, of 
course. The only sub-group in the 
poll producing a majority wanting 
to repeal Roe — 58% — is the white 
evangelical Protestant demographic. 
That’s the demographic dominating 
Arkansas and all of the South and 
some of the Midwest.

So, around here, these national 
findings will sound wrong. But that’s 
from inside our zealous-extremist 
bubble. And our bubble is a lot small-
er than the national bubble, which is 

populated heavily by the fair-minded 
and conflicted.

I wish somebody would do a na-
tional poll asking respondents wheth-
er, when it comes to abortion, they 
are (a) certain in their views, or (b) 
ambivalent. I would bet the percent-
age certain would be the pretty close 
to the 27% wanting to repeal Roe v. 
Wade. The rest would be gloriously 
ambivalent.

The virtue of ambivalence is that it 
stands in opposition to zealous rigidi-
ty. But the political problem with am-
bivalence is that it is not its own po-
litical party with its own 
funds and megaphone 
and its slates of candidates 
running in their own ger-
rymandered islands of 
like-minded bubbles.

With our politics de-
voted to volume rather 
than numbers and to 
rigidity rather than con-
flicted fair-mindedness, we get insur-
rection apologists on the right and 
tactical nincompoops on the left.

Basically, here are the political 
numbers for Americans, broadly esti-
mated. The Trump base, including the 
revolutionaries and the white evan-
gelical Protestants, is about 30%. The 
left fringe, defined for this purpose as 
Bernie Sanders primary voters along 
with the most-woke, is about 15%.

A nd what of the balance, the 
55%?

I’d wager that a great plu-
rality and perhaps majority of that 
55% recoils against simple abortion 
on demand and would never choose 
it or recommend it for loved ones. 
But it opposes outlawing abortions 
when a doctor tells a woman that her 
unborn child has a brain/skull disor-
der by which it can’t live outside the 

womb, or when a woman is pregnant 
by rape or incest, or when the result 
would be a nation in which abortions 
would be provided in some states but 
not others, usually for those who can 
afford them.

I’d wager that a great plurality or 
perhaps majority harbors no ill will 
toward a transgender person and likes 
to think it would intervene if such a 
person was being bullied or mistreat-
ed, but doesn’t think political correct-
ness ought to be defined by whether 
one still uses only “he” or “she” for 
gender identification or wishes to go 
to bat for a transgender girl wanting 
to run in a track meet.

I’d wager that a great plurality or 
perhaps majority accepts the plain 
American history teaching that the 
country has a racist past, but does  
not believe we should define our-
selves solely by that without regard 

for our attempted re-
forms, some more suc-
cessful than others.

I’d wager that a great 
plurality or perhaps ma-
jority nods when Barack 
Obama, who is in that 
55%, says in a podcast 
with his rock ’n’ roll pal 
Bruce Springsteen that 

he can make a sound argument for 
race reparations in America, but 
chooses not to do so because it like-
ly would prove politically counter-
productive for an already damaged 
modern American political condition.

I’d wager that the 55% watches 
neither Sean Hannity nor Rachel 
Maddow, but eats dinner or goes to a 
ballgame or does homework or walks 
the dog.

America needs to get past its cock-
sure cults. It needs street marches by 
ambivalent people making soft nois-
es and carrying signs with question 
marks on them.

—–––––v–––––—

John Brummett, whose column appears reg-
ularly in the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, is a 
member of the Arkansas Writers’ Hall of Fame. 
Email him at jbrummett@arkansasonline.com. 
Read his @johnbrummett Twitter feed.
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Paying for invasion
The current administration wants 

to pay reparations to illegal invaders. 
I believe the only funds expended on 
these illegal aliens should be to send 
them home. The border should be 
secured now that it seems the Biden 
administration is “inviting” more ille-
gals with reparation offers.

The suggested offer is multiples of 
the “reparations” paid to our service 
members’ families who have lost a 
loved one in service to America. The 
federal government does not even 
provide adequate assistance to ser-
vice members suffering from injuries, 
physical and/or mental, sustained in 
service to America. 

And now we have a command-
er-in-chief who wants to pay illegal 

invaders? What a sad America this is!
RICHARD HARRIS

Conway

Reading is essential
Philip Martin’s opinion pieces are 

the reason I read. 
I have read a daily newspaper since 

I could read. I very seldom watch TV 
news. I traveled the last nine years of 
my career, and experienced reading 
newspapers all over this USA and 
Canada. I cannot start my day without 
my newspaper.

If you don’t read, and I mean any-
thing, books, magazines, newspapers 
… how do you really know what is hap-
pening in this world?

MARY CAIN
Little Rock

Editor’s note: This letter was orig-
inally published five years ago today.

Not owed an answer
I was appalled recently to read 

that state Sen. Alan Clark, a Repub-
lican from Lonsdale, plans to block 
progress of the budget process for 
the state’s flagship university. The 
reason? He’s offended that a few 
women’s basketball players exer-
cised their right of free speech be-
fore a game.

It appears that Senator Clark has 
taken the first step toward reconfig-
uring Arkansas as a state where free 
speech is only free if he approves of 
it. I know of no NCAA school that 
grants athletic scholarships con-
taining a condition that the athlete 
forfeit sacred constitutional rights.

Senator Clark, you are neither 

entitled to, nor deserving of, an “ex-
planation” from the administration 
concerning the athletes’ actions. 
You say you want the question of 
whether the players have “absolute, 
unfettered, First Amendment rights” 
resolved. Senator, it already has been. 
Perhaps you should borrow and read 
a copy of the U.S. Constitution.

Considering who our new presi-
dent-elect admires, I’m quite certain 
you will be getting letters of sup-
port from President Putin and Kim 
Jong Un. I’m sure they will be quite 
proud of you.

I fully support students’ right of 
free speech and you should too. Your 
party claims to value the Constitution 
very highly. Your actions and those 
who may join you in this suppression 
of free speech say otherwise.

JUD HANSON
Fayetteville

Climate emergency?
I believe the cargo ships anchored 

off California reveal the lie of climate 
emergency.

The supply chain and goods on 
those ships come mostly from Chi-
na, whose energy production relies 
50%-plus on coal. While the produc-
tion and use of fossils fuels here is cur-
tailed, it is actually encouraged in its 
dirtiest forms elsewhere. Our oil and 
gas industry will always be cleaner 
than Russia’s and OPEC.

Wall Street invests in China. Why 
has it not invested in bringing the sup-
ply chain home? Why did China and 
Russia not attend the climate confer-
ence in Glasgow? In addition, to my 
understanding, solar panels and wind 
turbines are generally not manufac-
tured in the U.S.

Why not take on the gorilla in the 
room as far as carbon emissions: Chi-
na? I believe the answer is money and 
China’s recent warlike expressions. 
Hard to believe the alarmist signals 
from John Kerry when the fastest way 
to reduce carbon emissions from coal 

is to fast from Chinese manufactur-
ing. “Bring the supply chain home” 
is never part of the call from climate 
activists, nor is something simple, 
like planting trees to sequester car-
bon. How about forest management 
in California, global warming state?

The climate concern is a marathon. 

Those who want to remake the world 
in a sprint, I fear, have other motives. 
There’s a lot of visible hypocrisy. Just 
follow the money. To win the climate 
marathon and improve quality of life 
in the U.S., hypocrisy needs to be 
weeded out.

CHARLES VERMONT
Bentonville

May justice prevail
It is my hope that justice can be  

done in two highly publicized cases 
that both feature white men who felt 
perfectly entitled to shoot and kill 
under the “guise” of protecting their 
communities, one on the streets of 
Kenosha, Wis., and the other in Geor-
gia. How frightening is it to have kill-
ers roaming our streets?

The judges and juries should send 
a loud message that this is criminal 
behavior and will never be tolerated 
on our public streets. Where did these 
guys get the idea that they are the law, 
the jury, and the legitimate executioner?

MELODIE MARCKS
Fayetteville

Break from pandemic
Next week’s Thanksgiving hol-

iday may be the first big event for 
the most cautious among us since 
the beginning of the pandemic last 
year. What are you most looking 
forward to? Tell us about it if you 
haven’t had a letter printed in the 
past 30 days, and we’ll do our best 
to get it in the Thanksgiving edi-
tion or as near to it as we can.

Keep it under 300 words, 
and send it by email to voices@
arkansasonline.com; or through 
our Voices form at arkansason-
line.com/contact/voicesform by 
noon on Nov. 23.
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