
WARREN COUNTY 

In m y capacity as research man for the Vicksburg COFO Project, I have talked with 
several (5) leaders of the Bovina community whose names, for their protection, will 
not be used here. I talked with them about the burning of the Bovina community 
center on Tuesday night, July 7, 1964, between 10:30 and 11 :30. The b uild ing was 
completely destroyed ; no one was in the building at the time ; no one was injured. 

A small group of people gathered around the burning building between 10:45 and 
11:45 P.M. on Tuesday night. Many were Negro leaders of the Bovina community; 
some were whites from Bovina; others were police officers, including Warren County 
Sheriff Vernon 0. Luckett. At least three Negroes present- two of whom I spoke to 
--saw firemen pull a torch out from under the front part of the building. The torch, 
still blazing when the fi remen pulled it out, was a 3-foot-long pole with rags wrapped 



around the end and wtre wrapped around the rags, according to an eyewitness. 
Also according to eyewitnesses policemen took several pictures of the burning building 

and the torch. One man who saw the torch on Tuesday night said it was not there 
when he stopped by on his way to work the next morning at 5 A.M. Another woman 
who also saw the torch said she did not see it when she returned to the burned building 
late Wednesday morning. 

Wednesday's Vicksburg Evening Post carried a short article on the burning. There 
were no direct quotes but one paragraph read: " Sheriff Vernon 0. Luckett said the 
preliminary investigation showed no indications that arson might be involved." The 
article went on to say that since there was " a mild wind" and since the " fire did 

start in the rear of the building," it was likely that burning rubbish in a trash can 8 
feet behind the building started the fire, according to Sheriff Luckett. 

This is in complete contradiction to what the sheriff later told one man whose name 
will not be used here. He said that he did not believe the fire was set by the burning 
rubbish, and " no doubt it was set" by someone deliberately. 

It is also in contradiction to my personal examination of the ruins of the building. The 
floor beams at the front of the building were completely destroyed, while several 
charred ones remained at the rear ; one beam directly opposite the trash can from 

which the fire supposedly was started, even had a completely uncharred portion of 
wood on it. The trash can itself was about ! full of rusted and somewhat charred 
cans; one can still had paper on it, and there was more unburnt paper only slightly 
below the surface trash which had been burnt. The trash barrel did not have holes 
in the bottom to allow a draft to build up a large fire. So it seems extremely un
likely that a fire in the trash can could have been or was large enough to set a whole 
building on fire, especially a building more completely destroyed in the front and one 
covered on the outside with uninfiammable asphalt shingles. I have photographs of 
all of this evidence at the ruins of the building. 

The sheriff's account of the fire in the newspaper article of July 8 is further contra
dicted by the fact that no one from the Bovina community center had been burning 
trash in the barrel either on Tuesday, July 7, the day of the fire, or for several weeks 
before the fire. The last time trash had been burnt in the barrel was in the beginning 

of June according to officials of the Bovina community center. Again, according to 
officials of the center, the last time a party had been held in the center was in the 
third week in June. On Monday night, July 6, a routine meeting was held at the 
center, but only Cokes and cookies were served, so there was no trash that needed to 

be burned after the meeting. 

What has Sheriff Luckett done to investigate the information recorded here? He 



had photographs taken of the torch, but there was no mention of either the torch or 
the photographs in the newspaper article. No official of the Bovina center has seen 
the photographs. Sheriff Luckett never contacted the president of the Bovina center; 
he did not speak with her the night of the fire although she was there at the burning; 
he has not spoken with her or contacted her in any way in the three weeks that have 
passed since the burning. Nor has any of his deputies contacted her. Two deputies 
did visit Bovina about two weeks after the fire and talked with some officials of the 
center, but that is apparently the only effort county officia ls have made to find out 
who burned down the Bovina community center. 

SIGNED : David Riley 


