
The rape and murder of a 13-year-old boy roils Arkansas, but
not the national press »by Candi Cushman in Rogers, Ark.

Reaching its long black arm into
quiet farmlands and fall-colored
mountains, Highway 62 long
provided theonlylinkbetween
^ Lincoln, Prairie Grove, and

Rogers—three ruralcommunities thatdot
the 150-mile route east of the Oklahoma

border in northern Arkansas.

That wasbefore September, though, when
two homosexual men in Rogers allegedly
rapedand killed 13-year-old Jesse Dirkhising,
a Prairie Grove resident and Lincoln middle-

school student. Now the three towns are

forever connectedin a depressing tale of
small-town sin and media double standards.

The storybegan whenJesse accepted a
weekendjob from38-year-old Davis Carpen
ter, an openly gayhair stylistat Regis Hair
Salonwho had just settledin Rogers after
moving 26 times throughout the country.

Jesse, who lived in a small trailer with two
siblings, his mother,and her thirdhusband,
leapt at the chance to earn a few extradollars
and escape for30-mileweekend trips to
Rogers.While in Rogers, he lodgedin an
apartment sharedby Mr.Carpenter and his
22-year-old homosexual lover, Joshua Brown.

Jesses mother, Tina Yates,said she had
known Mr. Carpenterforseven years and
had no qualmsabout lettingJesse stay with
the homosexual couple. "I have a lotof gay
friends, "shesaid."I never ever thoughthe
[Carpenter] wouldhurt oneof our own
children."

Neither did Jesse's classmatesat Lincoln
Middle School, whosayJesse braced abouta
new job with "his uncle." "He saidhe loved
going to work," said 13-year-old CarolTrem
bly,whose father droveJesse's school bus.

Police responding to a pre-dawn 911 call
on Sunday,Sept. 26, discovered a much more
harrowing situation. As a frantic Davis
Carpenter led them toJesse's limp, naked
body, policenoticeddrug paraphernalia and
duct tapelyingnearby. Hours later, Joshua
Brown confessed that he sneaked behind

Jesse, bound and gagged the boy, and then
sodomizedhim repeatedly asMr.Carpenter
watchedand gave instructions. After taking a
break to eat a sandwich at about 5 a.m., Mr.

Brown discovered Jesse had stopped breathing.
The boydied at the hospital.Policefound
chilling notes anddiagrams illustrating the
rape, allegedly written from Mr.Carpenter to
Mr. Brown.

According to policereports, the notes
referred to making "him" take "those pills"
andtelling "him" not to resist or hewould
continue to be sexually assaulted. "Even the
police officers who have investigated homicide,
shootings, and rapein the pastweretaken
aback bywhat they saw," said Rogers Police
ChiefTm Keck, calling the case one of "the
most brutal" he has seen.

Mr.Carpenter and Mr. Brown,who are
being heldin Benton CountyJail in Ben-

tonville, arecharged withcapital murderand
six counts of rape; authorities haven't seta
trial date.

Despite local outrage, the national press
wasnorso taken aback. Forweeks, reporters
ignored theDurkhising murder, prompting
charges of bias. Forat thesame timethat
newspapers did not coverJesse's case, they
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continued theiryear-long blitz on the
MatthewShepard case—a mediafest that
beganlastOctober when two heterosexual
men beatto death the 21-year-old homo
sexual college student.

Following Mr.Shepard's murder, the
Associated Press (AP) ran national news
stories every dayfor aweekwith the words
"openlygaystudent"prominently displayed
in headlines. ButJesses murderdid not make
theAP national wire, withtheexception of
onestoryappearing almosta monthafterthe
crime.

"If this were an openly gay boyassaulted
to death by two heterosexual men, I don't
think there wouldbeanydoubt thiswouldbe
a national news story," saidTim Graham,
director ofmedia analysis for theVirginia-
based Media ResearchCenter (MRC). MRC
research revealed that most major newspapers,
national television networks, and news
magazines shunned theDirkhising murder.

Why theneglect? "Thisstoryhasthe
potential toshort-circuit thecurrent appeal
of gay politics—which isto focus ongays as
victims of violence, not asperpetrators," Mr.
Graham explained.

Homosexual advocacy groups like the
HumanRights Campaign (HRC) remained
silent abouttheDirkhising killing. "It's a hor
rible, brutal crime andwefeel forthefamily
and everyone else affected, but we're not sure

WORLD I November 20, 1999

it wouldbeour place to comment," HRC
spokesman WayneBesen toldWORLD.
"Their sexual orientation was irrelevant to

that fact. It wastwoguys whodida horrible
thing."

Butearlier this year, HRC was unwilling
toattribute Mr. Shepard's murder simply to
twoguys doinga horrible thing. HRC
spokeswoman Kim Hill blamed Mr. Shepard's
murder on "a climate of intolerance...

fostered byreligious political organizations
such as the FamilyResearch Council,Focus
on the Family, and the ChristianCoalition."
The GayandLesbian Alliance Against
Defamation joined HRCinattacking Chris
tians, calling a "Truthin Love" advertising
campaignfeaturing testimonies from former
homosexuals "meanspirited" and "deceptive."
The Matthew Shepard case was anopportu
nityto beexploited; theJesse Dirkhising case
isa danger to bedownplayed.

But at least some Arkansans wonder how
thiscould have happened. "It's unlikely there

isjustonevictim," said Rogers resident Susan
Nemec, whose12-year-old son oftenaccom
paniedher to Dixieland Mallwhere Mr.
Carpenter worked.She recalls the hairstylist
asa "charming man"who changedhishair
coloreveryother week:"I neverfelt likehe
wasa predator."

Theson of another mallemployee was
morediscerning. Sitting beside his father's
cash register at oneof the mall's food stations,
a pale-faced 14-year-old boyquietlytoldof
Mr.Carpenter's advances, requesting thathis
name be withheld.

"He kept tellingme I neededa haircutand
that hewouldn'tcharge," said the boy, who
often delivered food to the hair salon. Asked

whyhedidn't accept, the boyresponded, "He
seemed a little too friendly. I just had aweird
feeling."

The tight-knit communitiesof Prairie
Groveand Lincoln, populations 2,240 and
1,682,respectively, wishJesse hadhad the
same feeling.

A look at Jesse's world
by Candi Cushman

Forthe past nine
years, 49-year-old

Gary Trembly, a

sports writer for The

Lincoln Leader weekly

newspaper, has doubled

as school bus driver.

Dressed In Wranglers, a

plaid shirt, and green

shades, Mr. Trembly faith

fully stands beside bus No.

8 as children laden with

books and band Instru

ment tumble In.

"I'm the only bus driver

most ofthese kids ever

had," Mr. Trembly says

proudly, pointing to a clus

ter ofschool photos posted

beside the rearview mir

ror. Other than a plastic

rose stuck conspicuously

above Jesse's usual seat,
all seems normal as

children's laughter rises

above the rattle-tattle of

bus No. 6.

The 30-mlle bus ride

offers a glimpse Into rural

Arkansas, Jesse's world.

As children exit the bus In

groups of three and four

onto dusty roads lined by

chicken huts and cow

pastures, Mr. Trembly

describes their social

structure as one divided

between "the preppies

and theskanks."

"The preppies are the

teachers' kids who always

get selected to play in bail

games and wear bows in

their heads," says Mr.

Trembly. "Whereas some

ofthe others you might
checkfor head lice."

Jesse fell somewhere

In the middle, he says-

well liked by most but also

avoided by some. "I think

he really would have liked

to be a good kid," says Mr.

Trembly, his eyes watering

justalittleas he looks

straight ahead. "But he

Just kind of got involved

with the wrong bunch,

maybe because they

accepted him more."

Halfway along the 60-
mlie drive from Lincoln to

Rogers, Mr. Trembly

enters Prairie Grove and

pulls off onto a gravel road

known as "Greasy Valley

Road." Barbed wire, rus^

car parts, and sad-iooking

squashed pumpkins deco

rate the front lawn ofthe

metal trailer that Mr.

Trembly Identifies as

Jesse's.

During the 30-mlnute

ride back to school, Mr.

Trembly muses for a

moment on the effects of a

growing drug problem and

teenage pregnancy rate

on communl^youth—and

the tendency of some

adults to Ignore that

reality.

"Communities In this

area sometimes color sin.

They shade it so that It's

not quite black," he said.

"Unless something hor

rendous like this happens,

and then they don't want

to shade It at all." ;


