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The Good Old Boy Network

How State and Local Politics Can Distort Truth, Justice, and
How Media Coverage Can Be Complicit in the Cover-up

The public is left asking who investigates the
people responsible for investigating everyone else.

By Lisa Bennett

Eighty years ago, on August 1 and 2, 1946,
citizens in McMinn County, Tennessee, took up
arms against their own local government. The
confrontation became known as the Battle of
Athens, or the McMinn County War. It began
with years of resentment over political control,
alleged police brutality, voter intimidation,
favoritism, and the belief that a local political
machine had taken control of law enforcement
and elections.

The story remains one of the clearest warnings
in American history about what can happen
when citizens believe their government has
become a closed political club—one in which
the sherift, courthouse officials, political
leaders, and election authorities protect one
another instead of protecting the people.

The Battle of Athens was not caused by one
disagreement on one election night. It was
the culmination of years of distrust. It was
the consequence of citizens believing that the
people responsible for enforcing the law were
using the law to preserve political power.

The political machine in McMinn
County

The central figure in the McMinn County
political machine was Paul Cantrell, a former
sheriff and Tennessee state senator. Cantrell
was associated with the political organization of
Edward “Boss” Crump, the powerful Memphis
political leader whose influence extended
across Tennessee. Cantrell’s political operation
was supported locally by Sheriff Pat Mansfield,
who had served as Cantrell’s chief deputy and
political ally. In the 1946 election, the two men
were effectively rearranging political positions:
Cantrell was running for sheriff again, while
Mansfield was running for the state Senate.

George Woods, a state representative and
secretary of the McMinn County Election
Commission, was also associated with the
political organization. The machine’s strength
came not simply from one elected office but
from its control over several parts of county
government—Ilaw enforcement, elections, the
courthouse, and the political relationships
connecting those institutions. According to
historical accounts, Cantrell’s organization had
developed a reputation for political favoritism
and coercive law enforcement. Residents and
political opponents accused deputies of using
arrests, fines, beatings, and intimidation to
punish people who challenged the machine.

The system was especially powerful because
local government was not viewed as a collection
of independent offices. To many citizens,

the sherift’s department, the courthouse,

the election commission, and the political
organization appeared to function as parts of
the same structure. Many people claim we are
seeing the same thing today in counties across
Montana and America.

“That is the true face of a political
machine: a system so corrupted that
it weaponizes the courts and state
power against the very citizens it
was built to protect.”

— Renee Pirtz, Prairie County
MT Land Board Member (Note:
Statement reflects personal views,
not an official position of the
Land Board)

The machine does not have to control every
citizen. It only has to control enough of the
offices that determine who gets arrested, who
gets prosecuted, who receives government
favors, who administers elections, and who

has the authority to certify the result. When
those offices are controlled by the same political
group, citizens may find that there is no neutral
institution left to hear their complaints.

Why the returning veterans
challenged the system

The men who challenged the McMinn County
machine had just returned from World War IT
and when they came home, they encountered a
county government that they believed operated
through intimidation and political favoritism.

The headquarters for the G.l. Nonpartisan League in
Athens Tenn Courtesy of McMinn County Historical
Society and Archives

The veterans organized the GI Non-Partisan
League who supported candidates who opposed
the Cantrell-Mansfield machine. Their message
was straightforward: local government should
be accountable to voters, and elections should
not be controlled by the sherift’s political
organization.

The veterans’ challenge was significant because
it threatened more than a single office. It
threatened the machine’ ability to maintain
control over the sheriff’s department, the
courts, county administration, and the election
system. The veterans believed that if the
machine remained in control, the ordinary
methods of political change would not work.

If the sheriff’s department could intimidate
voters, if political allies controlled the election
commission, and if ballot boxes could be taken
away from public view, then an election could
become a performance rather than a method of
choosing government.

The allegations of law-enforcement
intimidation

Accounts of the period describe a county in
which political opponents feared the sherift’s
deputies. The Tennessee Encyclopedia reports
that the dispute involved allegations of police
brutality, political corruption, and the use of
law enforcement to protect the local political
organization. There were also allegations
that deputies interfered with voters and poll
watchers.

The importance of these allegations is not
limited to the individual incidents. They
demonstrate why citizens become suspicious
when law enforcement is deeply tied to local
political power. If the sherift’s deputies are
seen as political enforcers, then even ordinary
police actions can be interpreted as political
retaliation. An arrest may be viewed not as
neutral law enforcement but as punishment
for opposing the machine. A fine may be

seen not as a court decision but as a political
weapon. A deputy’s presence at a polling place
may be understood not as election security
but as intimidation. That is how public trust
disappears.

The 1946 election became a test

of whether the machine could be
removed

Historical accounts state that hundreds of
deputies were brought into McMinn County to
protect the political organization and monitor
the election. Some accounts describe deputies
being paid to work during the election and
being stationed around voting locations. Their
presence contributed to the veterans’ belief
that the election was being conducted under
intimidation.

The election was not merely a contest between
candidates. It was a contest over whether the
sherift’s office and courthouse machine would
continue to control the county. The returning
veterans organized poll watchers and attempted
to monitor the process. They wanted the ballot
boxes opened and verified before voting began.
They wanted to ensure that ballots were not
added, removed, or altered outside public
observation.

The ballot-box confrontation

As the polls closed on August 1, the GI-backed
candidates were reportedly leading in the early
count. That was when the crisis intensified.
According to the Tennessee Encyclopedia,
Sherift Pat Mansfield’s deputies took key ballot
boxes away from the polling locations and
carried them to the county jail. The veterans
and other citizens objected because the ballots
were no longer being counted in public. The
issue was who had control of them and what
would happen to the ballots once they were
inside the jail. The sherift’s deputies were not
neutral election workers in the eyes of the
veterans. They were employees of the sherift
and supporters of the political machine whose
candidates were losing.

The election commission included officials
aligned with that machine. George Woods, who
was associated with Cantrell and Mansfield,
served as secretary of the election commission.
The veterans therefore believed that placing the
ballots inside the jail gave the machine control
over the vote-counting process. The act of
taking the ballot boxes, however, was enough to
convince the veterans that the ordinary election
process had failed. What began as a dispute
involving veterans and election officials turned
into a mass confrontation involving several
hundred people. The veterans’ demand was that
the ballot boxes be returned and that the votes
be counted openly. The deputies refused. That
refusal was the moment at which the dispute
became a siege.

The standoff lasted for hours. The veterans
attempted to force the deputies to surrender
the ballot boxes. The deputies refused to come
out. The longer the siege continued, the greater
the danger became that outside reinforcements
would arrive and restore the machine’s control.
The Tennessee Encyclopedia states that the
battle ended only after the front of the jail was
dynamited and the deputies surrendered.

The veterans and their supporters took
possession of the ballot boxes and proceeded
with the count. The votes were counted, and
the GI-backed candidates won. The result was
a political defeat for the Cantrell-Mansfield
organization. The machine that had controlled
McMinn County for years was removed from
power.

What the Battle of Athens actually
demonstrates

The Battle of Athens is sometimes simplified
into a story about citizens using guns to stop
election fraud. That description captures part
of the public memory but leaves out the deeper
political context. The episode demonstrates at
least four important things.

First, it shows how a local political machine
can combine law enforcement, elections, and
political power in a way that makes citizens
believe there is no neutral institution left to
protect them.

Second, it shows how the appearance of a
conflict of interest can be as destructive as a
proven conflict. When sheriff’s deputies loyal to
a political machine take possession of disputed
ballots, citizens may reasonably suspect that

the election is being manipulated—even before
anyone proves exactly what happened to the
ballots.

Third, it shows that election integrity depends
on public confidence. A ballot-counting process
that is technically lawful but widely viewed as
controlled by political insiders can still produce
a crisis of legitimacy.

Fourth, it shows that people are more likely
to resort to extraordinary measures when
ordinary remedies appear unavailable.
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The proper lesson is not that citizens should
use violence against public officials. The

proper lesson is that public institutions must
be independent enough, transparent enough,
and accountable enough that citizens never
conclude that violence is the only way to obtain
justice.

The connection to modern government

A political machine can still appear

when a sheriff protects a commissioner, a
commissioner protects a county attorney, a
county attorney protects a sheriff, and the clerk
and recorder is pressured to protect the election
system that sustains the political organization.
The structure may be informal. The people
involved may deny any agreement. There may
be no written plan. Yet mutual dependence can
create the same result.

A sheriff may need county commissioners

for funding and staffing. Commissioners

may need the sheriff for political support and
public-safety messaging. A county attorney
may depend on the sherift’s office for cases,
evidence, and witnesses. The clerk and
recorder may depend on the commission for
resources. State officials may decide whether
to provide outside investigative assistance.
When the same officials are connected

by budgets, endorsements, campaigns,
investigations, contracts, and future political
ambitions, independence becomes difficult

to demonstrate. That is why citizens should
ask who is investigating a complaint, whether
that investigator has a conflict, whether the
accused official has political influence over the
investigator, and whether an outside authority
was considered.

Political ambition and mutual
endorsements

The pressure to protect political relationships

is intensified by the fact that many officials
must run for office again or hope to advance

to higher positions. Sheriffs seek reelection

and may need endorsements from sheriffs’
associations, law-enforcement organizations,
county commissioners, political parties, donors,
and influential public figures.

County attorneys and prosecutors may

seek reelection, judicial seats, legislative
positions, statewide office, or appointments.
They may depend on endorsements from
county attorneys’ associations, prosecutors’
organizations, judges, sheriffs, political parties,
and elected officials.

County commissioners may pursue state
legislative positions or other offices. Clerks
and recorders may seek reelection or higher
administrative roles. These endorsements

are not automatically improper. Professional
organizations have a legitimate interest

in supporting candidates they believe are
qualified. But the system becomes dangerous
when endorsements create a culture in which
officials avoid investigating one another because
they do not want to lose political support. The
official who makes an enemy today may need
that person’s endorsement tomorrow.

A sheriff may not want to investigate a
commissioner who controls the sherift’s budget.
A county attorney may hesitate to prosecute
an official who could influence a future
appointment. A commissioner may avoid
criticizing a prosecutor who has political allies
throughout the county. A state official may
decline to intervene in a local matter because
the local officials are members of the same
political organization. No explicit agreement is
required. Political loyalty can operate through
favors, expectations, and fear of retaliation.

Plea deals and the unequal burden on
citizens

The same culture of convenience can affect
criminal prosecutions. Plea agreements are

a legitimate tool. Prosecutors have limited
resources, and many cases can be resolved
without a trial. But plea bargaining becomes
troubling when a prosecutor seeks a deal
because the office did not fully investigate the
case, lacks the time to prepare, wants to avoid
public scrutiny, or is protecting a friend or
political ally. An ordinary citizen cannot match
the resources of the government.

The prosecution may have investigators, police
officers, forensic specialists, subpoena power,
prosecutors, legal staff, and taxpayer-funded
resources. The accused citizen may have to

pay for every hour of an attorney’s time, every
expert, every document review, and every court
appearance.
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Even an innocent person may accept a plea

to avoid financial ruin. A person may plead
because the cost of trial exceeds the family’s
savings. A defendant may plead because a
conviction after trial could result in a longer
sentence. Someone may accept a deal because
they cannot afford to hire an investigator or
expert to challenge the government’s evidence.

A plea is not necessarily proof that the
investigation was thorough. It is a negotiated
resolution. When prosecutors ask for a plea
before interviewing all witnesses, reviewing all
records, or testing contradictory evidence, the
legal system may be rewarding administrative
convenience instead of finding the truth. The
government should not be permitted to treat a
citizen’s poverty as evidence of guilt.

Arizona: The Hobbs-Mayes
controversy

The same questions about political
independence have arisen in Arizona. Arizona
Attorney General Kris Mayes investigated
allegations involving Governor Katie Hobbs
and Sunshine Residential Homes, a company
operating group homes for children in

state care. The controversy followed reports
that Sunshine made substantial political
contributions connected to Hobbs and the
Arizona Democratic Party and later received

a significant increase in its state payment rate.
The reported increase was approximately 30
percent, and Sunshine and one other provider
were reportedly among the only companies

to receive rate increases during the relevant
period. On August 21, 2026, Mayes announced
that her office would not bring criminal
charges. A separate review by Maricopa County
Attorney Rachel Mitchell and the Arizona
Auditor General was continuing, according to
the Associated Press. The Arizona controversy
demonstrates why “no charges” does not
necessarily answer every question. The public
deserves to know what was investigated, what
evidence was reviewed, what legal standard
was applied, and whether an independent
prosecutor was considered. When governments
refuse to be transparent, the public cannot
know whether a quid pro quo is occurring.

Michigan: Flint and the problem of
accountability without a trial

Michigan presents another example of

the difficulty of holding powerful officials
accountable. The Flint water crisis began after
officials changed Flint’s water supply to the Flint
River in 2014 as a cost-saving measure. Lead
from aging pipes entered the water system, and
residents experienced years of health and safety
concerns.

Michigan Attorney General Dana Nessel
released a report on August 25, 2026,
describing the state’s criminal investigation.
The investigation involved charges against nine
people. The Michigan Supreme Court later
halted the prosecutions after ruling against

the legal procedure used to bring the cases.
Nessel’s office described the report as a final
accountability step. For residents, however, a
report is not the same as a trial. The report may
describe what investigators believed happened,

Locals gathered odtside the McMinn County jail
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but the evidence was never fully tested before a
jury.

A prosecution may end because evidence is
insufficient, because the charging procedure is
invalid, because prosecutors made procedural
mistakes, or because a court determined that
the government lacked authority to proceed in
the manner chosen. When a case ends without
a verdict, the public may still have legitimate
questions about what happened and who
should be held responsible.

The media’s position in the political
network

The media plays a critical role in exposing
government misconduct. But reporters also
depend on access. A local journalist may need
the cooperation of a sheriff’s office to obtain
information about arrests and investigations.
A reporter may depend on the county attorney
for case updates. A newspaper may need
county officials to provide records, interviews,
background information, and access to public
meetings. That dependence can create pressure.

A reporter who publishes an unfavorable story
may be excluded from briefings, ignored by
officials, or denied informal access. A sherift
may stop returning calls. A governor’s office
may provide exclusive information to a more
favorable outlet. A county attorney may quietly
label a reporter as hostile or unreliable. The
reporter is then forced to walk a tightrope. Tell
the full story and risk losing access—or report
the government official in a positive light to
remain in the loop. Sometimes this pressure is
direct. More often it is subtle. The official does
not have to threaten the reporter. The official
only has to stop cooperating.

That can influence coverage. An investigation
may be described as a partisan dispute instead
of a conflict-of-interest case. A prosecution that
was never fully investigated may be described
as a routine plea agreement. A public-records
dispute may be presented as an administrative
disagreement. An official’s denial may receive
prominent coverage while the documents
contradicting that denial are left out. A

story can be technically accurate while still
misleading the public.

Media lies of omission

A “lie of omission” occurs when important
information is left out in a way that creates
a false impression and many politicians

and county attorneys are experts in this
realm. A story may report that an attorney
general declined to prosecute a governor
without explaining that the investigation was
conducted by an office politically connected
to the governor or failing to clarify that the
investigation was never fully completed. A
report may say that a defendant accepted a
plea without explaining that the person was
innocent but could not afford a trial.

A newspaper may quote a sherift’s press release
without telling readers that the sherift’s office
refused to release supporting records. A story
may announce that an election complaint was
dismissed without explaining whether anyone
independently examined the ballots, poll books,
chain-of-custody records, or tabulator logs.

No journalist can include every fact in every
story. Deadlines and limited staffing are
genuine problems. But repeated omissions
involving powerful officials can become a form
of institutional protection. The public receives
the official narrative while the facts that would
allow citizens to evaluate that narrative remain
hidden.
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A free press cannot become an unofficial
public-relations department for the government
and in many instances it has. Access may help

a reporter discover the truth, but access must
never determine which truth the public is
allowed to hear.

The danger of institutional self-
investigation

The most serious accountability problem occurs
when public officials investigate their own
friends, political allies, supervisors, campaign
supporters, or professional associates. A sheriff
may be asked to investigate a commissioner
who controls the sherift’s budget. A county
attorney may be asked to review allegations
involving the county commission that the
attorney advises.

A prosecutor may be asked to investigate a
law-enforcement agency whose officers provide
the evidence used in the prosecutor’s cases.

An election official may be asked to investigate
political conduct involving officials who control
the election office’s funding. A state attorney
general may investigate a governor from the
same political party. These relationships do not
automatically prove bias. But they create an
appearance of conflict that should be addressed
through recusal and independent review. The
public should not have to accept an official’s
claim of impartiality without being allowed to
examine the process.

Restoring public trust

The remedy is not political violence, and it is
not the assumption that every official is corrupt.
The remedy is independent accountability.
Complaints involving elected officials should be
eligible for review by outside investigators and
investigations records shouldn’t automatically
be classified as “confidential.” Prosecutors

with personal, political, family, financial, or
professional conflicts should recuse themselves.
Special prosecutors should be used when the
county attorney or attorney general cannot
reasonably act independently. Investigations
should produce written explanations
identifying the evidence reviewed, the witnesses
interviewed, the legal standard applied, and the
reasons for the final decision.

Election complaints should be addressed
through transparent audits, preserved records,
chain-of-custody documentation, and
independent review. Public contracts should be
competitively bid, conflicts should be disclosed,
and invoices should not be divided to avoid

Historical Society image the day after the Battle of
Athens

oversight. Public officials should preserve
emails, text messages, recordings, calendars,
and other communications involving public
business.

Professional associations should disclose how
endorsements are made and whether their
endorsements create financial or political
obligations. Endorsements should not become
shields against investigation. The media

should disclose when officials refuse to answer
questions, identify when records were withheld,
provide opposing viewpoints, and distinguish
between allegations, documented facts, official
findings, criminal charges, and convictions.

The warning from Athens

The Battle of Athens began because citizens
believed local government had become a
closed system controlled by insiders. They
believed the sherift’s deputies were protecting
the political machine. They believed the ballot
boxes had been taken to the jail to prevent an
honest public count. They believed the election
commission could not be trusted to resolve the
dispute. They believed the ordinary institutions
of government had failed.

The veterans’ response was unlawful and
dangerous. But the conditions that produced
the confrontation were also dangerous.

The bullet holes caused by Bill White's rifle are still
visible today
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When citizens believe the sheriff protects the
commissioner, the commissioner protects the
county attorney, the county attorney protects
the sheriff, and state officials protect the entire
structure, the public begins to question whether
government serves anyone except itself.

When prosecutors negotiate pleas because they
do not have time to investigate, citizens may
be convicted without the facts ever being fully
tested. When ordinary people cannot afford
investigators, experts, attorneys, or years of
litigation, justice becomes available mainly

to those with money. When reporters fear
losing access, the public may receive favorable
government narratives instead of the complete
truth. When professional associations endorse
officials who are expected to investigate one
another, the appearance of a political club
becomes unavoidable.

The system may insist that every decision

was lawful. The public may still believe the
system was designed to protect its members,
but we should no longer be naive to think

that political insiders aren’t manipulating

the outcomes behind the scenes, where they
control the levers of justice. That is why the
lesson of Athens remains relevant in Montana,
Arizona, Michigan, and throughout America.
The question is not whether every official
belongs to a conspiracy. The question is
whether the structure of government allows
political relationships to override independent
judgment.

The people need sherifts who enforce the

law without political favoritism. They need
prosecutors who investigate before negotiating.
They need county commissioners who welcome
scrutiny. They need election officials whose
procedures can withstand independent review.
They need attorneys general who explain
politically sensitive decisions in detail. They
need governors who understand that public
office is a responsibility, not a shield. And they
need journalists who understand that access is
a tool for reporting the truth—not a reward for
protecting the powerful.

The Battle of Athens occurred 80 years ago. Its
warning remains current:

When officials protect officials, prosecutors
protect institutions, and media silence protects
both, citizens lose faith in government one
unanswered question at a time. &



