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The Mississippi Burning Trial , legally identified as United States v. Price (1967), represents a watershed moment 

in American jurisprudence and civil rights history. This case arose from the brutal murder of three civil rights 

workers—James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner—during the Freedom Summerof 1964. As

documented in Bill Scheppler&rsquo;s primary source accounts, the trial was not merely a criminal proceeding; it

was a technical battle against systemic judicial obstruction, local law enforcement complicity, and the jurisdictional

limitations of federal authority in the mid-20th century. By examining the primary source records, we can dissect the

investigative workflows, legal frameworks, and procedural complexities that defined one of the 20th

century&rsquo;s most significant trials.

The Socio-Political Framework and the 1964 Freedom Summer

To understand the technicalities of the trial, one must first analyze the environment of the 1964 Freedom Summer.

Orchestrated by the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), the initiative aimed to register African American

voters in Mississippi, a state where the registration rate for Black citizens was the lowest in the nation due to

literacy tests and poll taxes. The murders occurred against this backdrop of high-tension political mobilization.

Core Components of the Civil Rights Infrastructure

•  COFO (Council of Federated Organizations): A coalition involving the SNCC, CORE, and NAACP.

•  CORE (Congress of Racial Equality): The primary organization for which the three victims worked.

•  The White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK): The paramilitary organization responsible for the conspiracy 

and execution of the murders.

The disappearance of the three activists on June 21, 1964, initiated a federal response that tested the limits of the 

FBI&rsquo;s domestic intelligence capabilities. The subsequent investigation, codenamed MIBURN(Mississippi

Burning), serves as a case study in large-scale forensic and investigative coordination under hostile local

conditions.

Technical Analysis of the MIBURN Investigation Workflow

The FBI&rsquo;s approach to the Mississippi Burning case required a deviation from standard operating 

procedures. Because local law enforcement was directly implicated in the crime—specifically Neshoba County 

Deputy Sheriff Cecil Price—the federal government had to bypass local data streams and establish an

independent intelligence network.

The Investigative Protocol

1.  Deployment of Resources: President Lyndon B. Johnson authorized the FBI to treat the disappearance as a 

top-priority national matter. Over 150 agents were deployed to Mississippi.

2.  Geospatial Intelligence: Agents mapped the Neshoba County area, focusing on the path between the 

Meridian jail and the Philadelphia, Mississippi, highway where the victims were last seen.

3.  Informant Cultivation: Using the &ldquo;informant economy,&rdquo; the FBI offered substantial financial 

rewards. This led to a breakthrough via an informant known as &ldquo;Mr. X,&rdquo; who provided the location of 



the bodies.

4.  Forensic Recovery: On August 4, 1964, the bodies were recovered from an earthen dam at Old Jolly Farm. 

The technical recovery required specialized excavation equipment to ensure the preservation of ballistic and 

biological evidence.

Legal Framework: Federal Jurisdiction and Title 18 U.S.C.

A primary challenge in the Mississippi Burning Trial was the lack of federal murder statutes for non-federal property. 

In 1964, murder was exclusively a state crime. However, the state of Mississippi refused to bring charges. Federal 

prosecutors, led by John Doar, had to utilize the Enforcement Act of 1870(also known as the Ku Klux Klan Act)

to bring the perpetrators to justice.

Key Legal Mechanisms

The prosecution relied on 18 U.S.C. &sect; 241 (Conspiracy to deprive individuals of their civil rights) and 18 

U.S.C. &sect; 242(Deprivation of rights under color of law). The &ldquo;color of law&rdquo; component was critical

because it linked the private actions of the KKK members to the official actions of Deputy Price.



Legal Statute Technical Requirement Application in MIBURN

18 U.S.C. &sect; 241 Proof of conspiracy between two or 
more persons.

Used to convict the 18 co-
conspirators, including KKK Imperial 
Wizard Sam Bowers.

18 U.S.C. &sect; 242 Action taken &ldquo;under color of 
law&rdquo; (misuse of official power).

Applied to Deputy Cecil Price for his 
role in releasing the victims into the 
hands of the mob.

14th Amendment Guarantee of Due Process and Equal 
Protection.

The foundational constitutional 
authority for federal intervention in 
state matters.

Primary Source Evaluation: Bill Scheppler&rsquo;s Historical Account

Bill Scheppler&rsquo;s The Mississippi Burning Trial: A Primary Source Accountprovides a granular look at the trial

transcripts and evidence logs. Primary sources are essential for technical writers and historians because they strip

away the narrative gloss of Hollywood adaptations (like the 1988 film) and reveal the procedural reality of the

courtroom.

Analysis of Trial Evidence

Scheppler highlights several critical pieces of evidence that influenced the 1967 verdict:

•  Confessions of Informants: The testimony of James Jordan and Horace Doyle Barnette, who were present 

during the killings, provided the sequence of events.

•  Ballistic Metrics: The matching of bullets found in the bodies to weapons owned by the defendants, although 

the state&rsquo;s lack of cooperation made this difficult.

•  The &ldquo;Snitch&rdquo; Ledger: Documentation of KKK meeting minutes and dues, which proved the 

existence of an organized conspiracy (the &ldquo;Klavern&rdquo;).

The 1967 Trial: United States v. Price et al.

The trial took place in Meridian, Mississippi, before Judge William Harold Cox, a known segregationist. This

created a high-risk legal environment where the prosecution had to present an airtight technical case to avoid a

directed verdict of acquittal.

The Prosecution&rsquo;s Burden of Proof

To secure a conviction under Section 242, the prosecution had to prove that the defendants acted with the specific 

intentto deprive the victims of their constitutional rights. This was a much higher bar than proving simple murder.

The technical workflow of the prosecution included:

1.  Establishing State Action: Proving that Price&rsquo;s use of his patrol car and jail was an exercise of state 

authority.

2.  Linking the Conspiracy: Using witness testimony to show that the KKK members and the law enforcement 

officers had a &ldquo;meeting of the minds.&rdquo;

3.  Corroborating Informant Testimony: Ensuring that the accounts of Jordan and Barnette matched the physical 

evidence found at the dam.

Comparison: 1967 Federal Trial vs. 2005 State Trial



The Mississippi Burning case saw a resurgence in 2005 when the state finally brought murder charges against 

Edgar Ray Killen. Comparing these two trials illustrates the evolution of the American legal system.



Feature 1967 Federal Trial 2005 State Trial

Charges Civil Rights Conspiracy (Federal) Manslaughter/Murder (State)

Case Study: The Failure Modes of the 1960s Judicial System

An analysis of the Mississippi Burning trial reveals several failure modes within the mid-century judicial architecture.

These are critical for understanding why total justice was delayed for decades.

1. The Jury Selection Bottleneck

In 1967, the jury pool was drawn from voter registration lists. Since African Americans were systematically blocked

from registering, the resulting juries were almost exclusively white. This created a structural bias that necessitated

the federal government&rsquo;s reliance on &ldquo;conspiracy&rdquo; charges rather than &ldquo;murder,&rdquo;

as local juries were historically unwilling to convict white defendants of murdering Black activists.

2. Judicial Obstructionism

Judge William Harold Cox initially dismissed the indictments against most of the defendants, arguing that the 14th 

Amendment did not apply to private individuals. It took a Supreme Court reversal (United States v. Price, 383 U.S.

787) to reinstate the charges, establishing the precedent that federal law can reach private conspiracies if they

involve state officials.

3. Tactical Informant Management

The FBI had to manage high-risk informants within the KKK. The primary failure mode here was the safety of these 

witnesses. The technical solution was the early precursor to the Witness Protection Program, providing new

identities and relocation for those who testified against the Klan.

The Role of Primary Source Documents in Educational Curricula

As noted in Bill Scheppler&rsquo;s work, using primary sources in the study of the Mississippi Burning trial allows 

students and legal professionals to engage with the raw data of history. This includes:

•  Autopsy Reports: Detailing the physical trauma sustained by Chaney, Goodman, and Schwerner.

•  FBI Memos: Revealing the internal friction between J. Edgar Hoover and the Civil Rights Division of the 

Justice Department.

•  Photographic Evidence: Documenting the burnt-out Ford Fairlane found in the Bogue Chitto swamp.

By analyzing these documents, one can reconstruct the decision-tree analysisperformed by the DOJ when

deciding which defendants to squeeze for information and which to prosecute to the fullest extent of the law.

Step-by-Step Guide to Analyzing Civil Rights Case Law

For those conducting research into cases similar to the Mississippi Burning Trial, the following procedural

framework is recommended:

1.  Identify the Statute: Determine if the case involves federal (U.S. Code) or state (Statutory Law) violations.

2.  Verify State Action: If pursuing a federal civil rights charge, establish a link between the crime and an official 

acting &ldquo;under color of law.&rdquo;

3.  Analyze the Conspiracy: Look for evidence of pre-meditation and communication between parties. In 

MIBURN, the KKK &ldquo;clearing&rdquo; of the hit was the essential conspiracy link.



4.  Evaluate Primary Sources: Cross-reference newspaper accounts, trial transcripts, and investigative files to 

identify discrepancies.

5.  Contextualize Jurisprudence: Assess the case within the era&rsquo;s Supreme Court leanings (e.g., the 

Warren Court&rsquo;s expansion of civil liberties).

Synthesis and Broader Implications

The Mississippi Burning Trial was a foundational event that paved the way for modern civil rights litigation. It 

demonstrated that while the state might refuse to act, the federal government possessed the technical and legal 

tools to intervene in the interest of constitutional rights. The case was instrumental in generating the political capital 

necessary for the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which effectively dismantled the mechanisms of

disenfranchisement that the Freedom Summer workers died to expose.

From a technical writing perspective, the legacy of this trial is recorded in the meticulously preserved primary

sources. These documents do not just tell a story of tragedy; they provide a blueprint for the application of federal

power against domestic terrorism. The investigation&rsquo;s use of forensic archaeology, informant networks, and

constitutional maneuvering remains a standard for federal law enforcement operations today. Ultimately, the trial of

Cecil Price and his co-conspirators proved that the &ldquo;color of law&rdquo; could not be used as a shield for

extrajudicial violence, setting a precedent that continues to resonate in contemporary discussions of police

accountability and civil rights protection.
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