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August 1, 2008

MEASURE READ THE FIRST
TIME—S. 3430

Ms. CANTWELL. Mr. President, I un-
derstand that S. 3430, introduced ear-
lier today by Senator COBURN, is at the
desk, and I ask for its first reading.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The
clerk will read the title of the bill for
the first time.

The assistant legislative clerk read
as follows:

A bill (S. 3430) to provide for the investiga-
tion of certain unsolved civil rights crimes,
and for other purposes.

Ms. CANTWELL. Mr. President, I
now ask for its second reading and ob-
ject to my own request.

The PRESIDING OFFICER. Objec-
tion is heard.

The bill will be read the second time
on the next legislative day.

————

EMMETT TILL UNSOLVED CIVIL
RIGHTS CRIME ACT

Mr. COBURN. Mr. President, I ask
unanimous consent to have printed in
the RECORD an article from the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution, which profiles
Mr. Alvin Sykes. Mr. Sykes and I have
worked closely together to reach a
compromise on this bill, and I would
like the story of his life and his work
on this legislation to be part of the
record.

I would also ask unanimous consent
to have printed in the RECORD a mes-
sage from Mr. Sykes to me, expressing
support for the compromise.

Finally, I ask unanimous consent to
have printed in the RECORD three let-
ters. The first is to the bill’s sponsor,
Senator CHRIS DODD, explaining my ob-
jection to the legislation. The letter is
dated June 25, 2007. The second is a sub-
sequent letter to Senator DODD, seek-
ing a UC agreement for floor time on
the bill, dated June 19, 2008. The third
is a similar letter to Senator REID, sent
the same day.

There being no objection, the mate-
rial was ordered to be printed in the
RECORD, as follows:

[From the Atlanta Journal-Constitution,

Jun. 3, 2007]

CIVIL RIGHTS-ERA MURDER CASES: ‘‘ANOTHER
DAY FOR JUSTICE’—SELF-TAUGHT LEGAL
EXPERT ALVIN SYKES IS ON A QUEST To GET
LONG-UNPURSUED SUSPECTS INTO COURT BE-
FORE IT’S TOO LATE

(By Drew Jubera)

JACKSON, Miss.—A fourth-floor courtroom
filled here last week much the way Southern
courtrooms now fill every few years for a
civil rights—era murder case.

The 71-year-old defendant, James Seale, re-
quested headphones as he sat with his law-
yers during jury selection so he could hear
the proceedings.

The former crop duster and reputed Klans-
man is charged with kidnapping and con-
spiracy in connection with the May 2, 1964,
abduction and Kkillings of two black teen-
agers. The bodies of Henry Dee and Charles
Moore were found in the Mississippi River,
tied to a Jeep engine block.

Seale has pleaded not guilty to the federal
charges.

Also inside the downtown courthouse:
aging relatives of the murdered boys, includ-
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ing Thomas Moore, 63, a Vietnam veteran
who worked almost a decade to get his
brother’s moldering case reopened.

Before entering this historic scene and sit-
ting in a rear pew, Alvin Sykes tugged at his
blue-jean jacket, stroked his scraggly goatee
and exhaled.

‘“‘Another day for justice,” said Sykes, an
improbable presence at yet another improb-
able decades-old case.

Sykes, a high school dropout and prac-
ticing Buddhist who once lived in a homeless
shelter and learned the law reading books in
public libraries, has become both a catalyst
and an inspiration during the 11th-hour rush
to reopen these old murder cases before the
killers die off.

Since 1989, authorities in Mississippi and
six other states have re-examined 29 civil
rights-era murders, with 28 resulting arrests
and 22 convictions.

The FBI has uncovered 51 more killings,
and the Southern Poverty Law Center has a
list of 127 race-related killings between 1954
and 1968.

It’s in this atmosphere that Sykes has bro-
kered meetings with people as various as
U.S. senators, district attorneys and victims’
relatives to seek long-delayed justice.

His behind-the-scenes maneuvering was
key to the FBI’s reinvestigation of the infa-
mous 19556 murder of Emmett Till, a black
Chicago teen brutally killed after he alleg-
edly whistled at a white woman in Money,
Miss. (Earlier this year, a Mississippi grand
jury did not return an indictment in the
case.)

Sykes also generated the idea for legisla-
tion now before Congress that grew out of
the reopening of that now-52-year-old slay-
ing. Commonly known as the Till Bill, and
sponsored in the House of Representatives by
Rep. John Lewis (D-Ga.), it would fund a sep-
arate unit in the Justice Department de-
voted to investigating civil rights-era
crimes.

‘“‘He’s a warrior,” said Moore of the mild-
mannered Sykes, whom he credits with in-
spiring him while he sought justice for his
brother. “Every now and then a person
comes along who you say, ‘Where’d this guy
come from?’ Alvin’s one of those guys. He
might not have this degree or that back-
ground, but he has a lot of dedication and
inner strength.”

Added Margaret Burnham, a Northeastern
University law professor who recently in-
vited Sykes to speak at a conference in Bos-
ton about civil rights-era cases, co-sponsored
by Harvard University, ‘‘He’s a completely
self-taught man who’s incredibly skilled at
knowing what buttons to push, when to push
them and what cases the government might
respond to. He’s better at it than hundreds of
people I've met in my long life as a civil
rights lawyer.

‘“He brings a passion and insight to the
work that would be extraordinary for any-
body—a university-trained academic or law-
yer—but it’s particularly extraordinary
given his personal history.”

Sykes was born to a 14-year-old at a home
for unwed mothers, then taken in by a single
48-year-old friend of the family in Kansas
City, Mo. He was sickly, in and out of hos-
pitals with epilepsy, and says around age 11
he was sexually abused by a couple that lived
across the street.

His formal education was spotty—he spent
three years at Boys Town, the facility for at-
risk kids in Omaha—then left school for good
at 16.

He lived briefly with his biological moth-
er—he thought for years she was a cousin—
but says she was an alcoholic and rarely em-
ployed. He ran into her years later when he
was homeless. She lived at the same shelter.

But Sykes calls leaving school the start of
his education. Working nights managing a

i

S8017

band, he spent his days holed up in a library.
“Education was important to me—that’s the
reason I left school,”” he said. ‘‘The adminis-
tration was more concerned with students
getting a piece of paper than an education.
So I started teaching myself.”

He also sat in on trials, watching legal
strategies, researching what he didn’t under-
stand. He became involved in a federal deseg-
regation case with the Kansas City public
schools and befriended a Justice Department
official. ‘I learned about cases and the sys-
tem and started applying it to real matters,”
he said.

Sykes’ work as a victims’ advocate became
locally renowned after a string of Kansas
City musicians were murdered in the late
70s and early ’80s. When a white defendant
was acquitted of beating a prominent black
musician to death, Sykes went back to the
library with the victim’s wife. ‘It was like in
the movies,” he recalled. “We just kept
opening books. Then 10 minutes before clos-
ing time, I found it.”

Sykes unearthed an obscure federal statute
that allowed the defendant to be prosecuted
on a civil rights violation. He sent every-
thing he found to Justice Department lawyer
Richard Roberts, now a federal judge in
Washington, who got an indictment. The de-
fendant was convicted and received a life
sentence.

‘‘His seriousness of purpose was impres-
sive,” Roberts said. ‘It made answering his
phone calls much more attractive.”

Sykes had worked for or founded a variety
of local victims’ rights groups, rarely living
on more than $10,000 a year, when in 2003 he
read a story about Till’s mother wanting her
son’s case reopened. Two documentarians
also suggested there were living suspects be-
yond the two men, now dead, who were ac-
quitted of the 14-year-old’s murder but later
bragged about it in an article.

Sykes and Donald Burger, a retired Justice
Department official who befriended Sykes
during the school desegregation case, met
with Mamie Till-Mobley in Chicago and
talked about pursuing the case. Till-Mobley
died days later, after co-founding, with
Sykes and others, the Emmett Till Justice
Campaign.

“Alvin was the aggressor,” said Wheeler
Parker, 68, who traveled with Till, his cous-
in, from Chicago to Mississippi in 1955. ‘‘Don
had more contacts and knowledge, but Alvin
had the aggressiveness and nerve to pursue
it. The fire’s in his belly.”’

Sykes arranged a meeting in Oxford, Miss.,
with a U.S. attorney, the district attorney
who would prosecute the case, a Till relative
and documentarian Keith Beauchamp. The
FBI soon agreed to investigate the case for
local authorities.

‘“‘He was a very adept facilitator,” recalled
Jim Greenlee, the U.S. attorney. ‘“Without
his efforts, the chances for the investigation
being reopened would have been much less. I
call him a catalyst.”

During the Till investigation, Sykes be-
came aware of dozens of other cold cases
from that era. He couldn’t create a justice
campaign for each one, so he envisioned a
unit within the Justice Department with the
money, resources and expertise to inves-
tigate them all. He sold the idea to Mis-
souri’s conservative Republican Sen. Jim
Talent, who introduced the so-called Till Bill
in 2005.

Talent, who credits Sykes with the initial
idea, lost re-election last year, and the origi-
nal bill stalled. But the Emmett Till Un-
solved Civil Rights Crime Act has been re-
introduced by Reps. Lewis and Kenny
Hulshof (R-Mo.) in the House and Sens. Chris
Dodd (D-Conn.) and Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.).
It provides $11.5 million annually to look
into the era’s unsolved murders, and polit-
ical observers say its chances now look good.
Many give Sykes credit.
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