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RECOLLECTIONS OF LITTLE RASCALS

RAYMOND J. LAWRENCE

I first became aware of Edenton’s Little Rascals pogrom from the daily newspapers in the late 1980s. It was obvious at the onset that hysteria and irrationality were driving the case, as it had so many others across the country and in some few places overseas as well. I had attended the Maplewood, New Jersey, trial of Kelly Michaels, whose conviction was eventually overturned, and others that were similar. Some cases did not have happy endings for the accused, as the Edenton case eventually did.

I took a couple of days off work to attend the trial of Robert Kelly, the first of the seven defendants. The courtroom in Farmville [where the trial had been moved] was divided left side for the accusers, right side for the defendants. I sat on the almost empty right side, with Ofra Bikel and several reporters. Bikel eventually produced three “Frontline” shows on the Little Rascals case. The left side performed as a football cheering section, bursting with applause and verbal outbursts as the children, in barely audible voices, answered provocative and leading questions about their recent sexual experiences. The judge [Marsh McLelland] would bring down his gavel and ask for a cessation of cheerleading, but he clearly did not mean it, because the outbursts repeated themselves with impunity. At a recess I went to the front and met Robert Kelly for the first time. He seemed more calm and sane than anyone else I had met there. The  television and newspaper reporters I spoke with all seemed to support the prosecution. I did not know Ofra Bikel at the time and did not talk with her. She went to lunch with the judge, so I thought at the time that she was his wife. 

I was accompanied by a fellow cleric, the Rev. Thom Feamster, rector of the Episcopal church in Louisburg. When the trial recessed for the day, we made our way over, without appointment, to the office of Kelly’s defense lawyers. We happened to note that Betsy Kelly had gone into the office ahead of us. One of the attorneys came out to the waiting room to see what we wanted. We told him we would like to offer support to Kelly and the others accused. He told me nicely in so many words to go back to New York and tend to my own business, that no help was needed.

How was I so sure that this case was phony? When the children of Edenton testified that they had been taken to swim with sharks in Albemarle Sound, and had brought some of the sharks to a pond in their backyard, had ritually sacrificed infants and other animals in the nearby woods, met with groups of witches, and, by the way, were sexually abused by various staff of the day care center, without their parents ever noticing anything amiss, no rational person could take the children as reliable testifiers of fact. 

On a second trip I met Betsy Kelly’s sister, and she assured me they could use all the support they could get. So I decided to create “The Committee for Support of the Edenton Seven.”  I also published details of the case in my private newsletter, Contra Mundum.  At the trial I had met Dee Swain, an oil company owner, and he joined the Committee immediately.  He shared my concern and my incredulity that such a trial was taking place in the first place. We began raising money. Swain assumed the role of  treasurer.

Then something happened that changed the landscape for us. Following one of Ofra Bikel’s three “Innocence Lost” episodes, “Frontline” was inundated with phone calls of  support for the accused. “Frontline” unbeknownst to me gave callers  my home phone number as chair of the Committee. For several days my answering machine overloaded, and calls came in one after the other, each call followed by call-waiting. Certainly many calls were lost. I wasn’t even home most of the day. Regardless, we took on about a thousand new members. Many checks were sent to us. All the money taken was disbursed to the defendants or their families or used to support them. 

At this time Doug Wiik sought me out and joined the Committee and offered to pay for my travel and various other expenses. Doug owned a day care facility in Pennsylvania, and had had a brush with a similar case of sexual hysteria. Fortunately for him Bucks County District Attorney Alan Rubenstein was a rational man with personal integrity. He investigated the charges in minute detail, called in the FBI to examine evidence and found no corroborating evidence for the charges. Wiik’s own experience led him to  support others who were in the same boat, but whose law enforcement people were less competent or lacking in integrity.

Robert Kelly went to prison, and his wife Betsy was arrested next, as was the Little Rascals cook, Dawn Wilson. Scott Privott had been locked up awaiting trial and the Committee helped provide bond for his release pending trial.

One of the more obscene performances I witnessed was the prosecutor’s argument  that Robert Kelly had had vaginal intercourse with a five-year-old girl. On a screen about four feet square the prosecutor displayed a color slide of the girl’s genitalia, with two adult thumbs shown pulling back the labia to display the hymen and vaginal opening. The hymen appeared fully intact, covering most of the vaginal opening. The prosecutor thus spent what I recall as hours arguing that the stretch marks in the hymen were evidence of adult penile penetration. I wondered  why the defense attorney did not rise up and ask if this were Alice in Wonderland. It was as if I had entered an alternate universe. 

One of the projects that I am most proud of was the Committee’s Xmas project. We asked members of the Committee to send Xmas presents to the Kelly children, both of whose parents were incarcerated. The post office in Hertford, where they were living with an aunt, was overwhelmed with packages for the Kelly children. A small gesture to be sure, but a clear signal to the children and the community that they were remembered. Another wonderful gesture was Doug Wiik’s personal project of providing a single red rose for Dawn Wilson’s defense table every day of her trial. He contracted with a local florist to provide it. The Committee also held several public meetings in Edenton in an attempt to demonstrate that reason was not on the side of the accusers. We raised several million dollars in the course of the two trials and the appeals process. A big part of that money went to making bond for the defendants. No one on the Committee received any gratuity whatsoever.

During most of the trial I was Director of Chaplains for Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in New York. One Monday morning on arriving at my office I noted a special delivery overnight package in my mail pile. Just as I walked in my secretary buzzed me to say I had a long distance call asking whether I had opened the overnight package. I told her to get the number, that I would call back. Instead, the caller said he would call back. I assumed it was some kind of crank call, which often comes to chaplains. After going through my other mail I finally turned to the special delivery envelope. Inside were cashier’s checks made out to various of the accused in an amount of about $450,000. Finally the donor called back, but did not want his name disclosed to the secretary or anyone else. He felt the case was a witch hunt, and he was in solidarity with the accused. He was a businessman who had made a fortune in the emerging computer industry. A year later he gave another $300,000. When I flew to Ohio to meet him, he told me he had a terminal illness, and some years later he died. He was a humble, unassuming man. I was in awe of his sensitivity and generosity.

The largest public event staged by the Committee was a street demonstration in Raleigh during the North Carolina Court of Appeals hearings. We made placards declaring the trials to be witch hunts and posted ourselves around the court building. The appeals court reversed the convictions of Robert Kelly and Dawn Wilson, writing fini on the Little Rascals trials. 

Now that the accused have gone on with their lives, I have lost touch with them except for Bob Kelly, who sends me Christmas greetings annually. I hope they are all well.

These days I wonder mostly about the effects this tempest has had through the years on the accusing children. They were surely victims too. Perhaps they were more victimized even than the Kellys and the Little Rascals staff. To be pressured to stand before a large audience at age five or six and describe falsely how various adults performed sexual acts on your person must surely have left scars. The children were not abused sexually by the Kellys or Dawn Wilson or any of the other workers at Little Rascals Day Care. But they were abused by their own parents, social workers, law enforcement officials and paralegals as these children were pressured into spinning elaborate and sexual scenarios at a time in life when they could barely comprehend what sexual relations were. My hope is that some of these many children will eventually come forward and share their memories of this strange case. The Little Rascals saga in Edenton was after all, not an isolated phenomenon. Similar cases were occurring all over the country. For a couple of decades, strange eruptions of hysteria focused on childhood sexuality. The children of Edenton were among the most tragic victims.   


