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March 2, 2000 | Although the campaign to scandalize and destroy Bill and Hillary Clinton involved politicians at the highest levels of the Republican Party, it also attracted freelance operatives whose motives were more pecuniary than ideological. During the 1992 election campaign, two of the most energetic of those in pursuit of scandalous allegations was a pair of raffish Arkansans named Larry Nichols and Larry Case.





A disgruntled former state employee fired at then-Governor Clinton's behest after he got caught using a toll-free state phone to solicit funds for the Nicaraguan Contras, Nichols played a key role in bringing Gennifer Flowers' allegations of her alleged 12-year affair with Clinton to The Star tabloid newspaper. (A musician and composer of ad jingles, Nichols shared the same talent agent with Flowers.) He later went on to national fame as the narrator and star of "The Clinton Chronicles," a Jerry Falwell-sponsored videotape which alleged that the president was involved in drug-smuggling, money-laundering and murder.
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Case was a colorful Little Rock private eye with a flair for searching out the sexual secrets of public figures.





Forming a sometimes uneasy partnership during the summer of 1992, Case and Nichols hooked up with several tabloid newspapers and television programs that promised to pay them top dollar for scandalous revelations about the Clintons. The team also formed mutually beneficial friendships with several reporters from the establishment press who were camped out in Arkansas that summer seeking information about the Clinton's sex lives.





As was his custom, Larry Case tape-recorded virtually all of his telephone conversations with Nichols and his newfound media friends, which is perfectly legal in Arkansas. For reasons best known to himself, he turned those tapes over to the authors.





- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -





Not long after Larry Nichols told reporters about the enormous sums the tabloids were prepared to pay for smut about Bill Clinton, he took on an informal partner to help him earn his share. Nichols's new associate was Larry Case, the Little Rock private detective with a reputation for digging dirt on local public figures. The big, bearded Case was an inveterate gossip with a gleefully dim view of human nature; he operated on the assumption that everybody was guilty until proven innocent. He liked heavy-caliber handguns and microcassette tape recorders.





Between them, Nichols and Case quickly established ongoing relationships with the Star, the National Enquirer, and the TV programs "Hard Copy" and "A Current Affair." Through Nichols's extensive connections with Sheffield Nelson and the Arkansas Republican Party, the pair also formed jolly, mutually beneficial ties with reporters and producers from the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, Cable News Network, and other mainstream outlets. What few of his sophisticated new friends ever surmised was that Case habitually recorded his telephone calls, and often went around wearing a wire. This is perfectly legal in Arkansas. At times, he can be heard on tape assuring people he's not taping them, when in fact he is. (Following a later dispute with Nichols, whom he derided as a liar, a fraud, and a cheat, Case decided to share his tapes with the authors.)





Case and Nichols hoped to get rich by derailing the Clinton campaign, a quest they began in early 1992 with great confidence. In Arkansas, private detectives are licensed and regulated by a division of the state police. Case had cultivated a few friendly troopers who slipped him copies of investigative materials, including surveillance videos from the 1985 drug case against Roger Clinton, the governor's younger brother. Those tapes became a featured part of his inventory. Typically, Case's potential customers from Washington and New York didn't know that portions of those tapes had been broadcast on local television years earlier. For the right price, he bragged, he could produce videotapes that showed Bill Clinton himself sitting next to a bowl of cocaine at a party thrown by a flamboyant Little Rock financier named Dan Lasater. Due partly to evidence provided by Roger Clinton, Lasater had also gone to prison for possessing cocaine and giving the drug away to his friends. Case's idea of this tape's market value was more than a million dollars.





He and Nichols soon found themselves occupied full-time, frantically interviewing women of all ages and descriptions who were willing to accuse Clinton of sexual impropriety. With Case's tape recorder silently running, the pair regaled each other with bawdy imaginings about everything from Hillary Rodham Clinton's alleged frigidity to what would later be called the "distinguishing characteristics" of her husband's genitalia. When Betsey Wright talked to the Washington Post about suppressing "bimbo eruptions," she was thinking primarily of Case and Nichols. 


The Case-Nichols conversations are reminiscent of "the Duke and the Dauphin," those itinerant hucksters in Mark Twain's "Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" who flimflam Arkansas yokels with vulgar tent shows. In 1992, however, it was the Arkansas yokels who tried to con the big-city sophisticates. As the campaign heated up, several reporters cultivated Nichols and Case for leads, but their most oddly symbiotic relationship was with William Rempel of the Los Angeles Times. Betsey Wright sensed that the California reporter "had an obsession and a mission to destroy Bill Clinton, and had the resources of a big organization behind him. I had never known that there were reporters whose full-time mission in life was destroying people."





As he told Case and others, Rempel felt he was merely doing his job, that the public had a right to know whether a presidential candidate had a secret life. In that pursuit he seemed perfectly comfortable exchanging tips with a private detective trying to dig up scurrilous information for personal profit. (A regretful Rempel later said Case had dishonestly "duped" him into sharing information about allegations against Clinton. "I can say absolutely that nothing he told me in the weeks and months leading up to the 1992 election, nor in the months and years since, has ever influenced, informed or otherwise contributed to a single syllable of type in the Los Angeles Times," he added. "I must confess to wasting a fair amount of valuable time [talking to the Little Rock detective].") Acting on tips from Rempel, with whom he recorded scores of long, rambling conversations, Case spent a great deal of time and energy trying to persuade a thirty-eight-year-old Oklahoma woman to go public with her tale of an extended affair with Bill Clinton in the mid-1980s. As narrated to Case on the telephone, the story was improbable: Over a two-year period, the governor and his entourage of troopers slipped out of Little Rock forty to fifty times to meet her in a downtown Oklahoma City motel roughly four hundred miles from Little Rock, then nipped back without arousing undue curiosity. (State law requires the governor to notify the lieutenant governor whenever he leaves Arkansas.) How Clinton managed all this, Case never thought to wonder, possibly because the woman did mention a name familiar to him: Arkansas state trooper Larry Patterson.





According to the woman, who identified herself to Case as Michelle Purdom, Clinton used the alias "Bill Wilcox"; she'd thought her secretive lover might be in the Mob. Lately, she said, both the National Enquirer and the Los Angeles Times had been pestering her to go public with her charges. Both newspapers had been tipped off by a disgruntled former employee of a certain Louwanda Faye Mason, who was some relation to Michelle. Louwanda had since moved to Southern California.





But the disgruntled former employee-whose identity Case failed to weasel out of Rempel-identified not Michelle but Louwanda herself as Clinton's Oklahoma paramour. He was also said to have described a photograph of the nude or partially nude candidate, sufficiently revealing to give a clear view of those "distinguishing characteristics." Case desperately wanted to put his hands on this valuable item. But first he needed to get the cast of characters straight. Posing as a journalist, he phoned Michelle in April 1992, pretending to have seen a copy of the infamous photo.





"There's a lot of question about who the hell everybody is," Case told her. "Everybody thinks that Louwanda is you. Everybody thinks Louwanda is the one that was involved with Bill Clinton."





"That's not true. I'm not Louwanda, Louwanda's not me. She's a separate person," Michelle insisted. "As far as I know, she never saw him. I don't know how she ever could have. Him and I had a personal relationship. I didn't just have sex with him just for nothing. I cared about him. He cared about me. We had a personal relationship. I wasn't just a sex bunny to him.... I think he makes personal relationships with the people he sleeps with."





"Everybody thinks that everybody's somebody else." Case was becoming frustrated.





"That's just not true. Louwanda had nothing to do with this. Believe me. I don't like Louwanda," she said. "I wouldn't do anything to cover for her."





"Then why did she call you when I contacted her?" he asked.





Michelle launched into a complicated explanation, which boiled down to gossip from a third relative. When a Los Angeles Times reporter had presented himself at Louwanda's door, "she knew it was me," Michelle insisted. "Louwanda shut the door in the L.A. Times guy's face. But he came back again. And she told me, 'This is not gonna work, you're gonna have to talk with this guy.' Then he called me, and it's gone on from there."





Meanwhile the Enquirer, she told Case, had offered her $75,000 for her tale, and twice that if she could somehow corroborate her claims. "He's not gonna give me $150,000," she said, "if I can't prove it was me.... But see, if there is no proof, I don't want to talk for $500,000. Because one, I don't want to get on TV and be called a liar and be shredded apart. But if somebody has proof...."





"I have seen it," Case fibbed. "But nobody seems to know who anybody is. Everybody's talked to a different Louwanda."





"But see, her and I kind of look alike," Michelle insisted. "We both have an oval kind of face. We both have large lips. We both have a small, puggy-type nose. We both have blondish-colored hair. We're both a little chesty. We're both short, about five-two, five-three."





"Is there anybody who remembers you?"





"Larry Patterson would. Does he still work for him? But he wouldn't say nothing."





"What name would he remember?" Case asked.





"I don't know," she admitted. "It wouldn't have been Michelle Purdom. It could have been Suzanne James. It could have been Michelle James.... See, I have some blockages in my mind. Some things I just don't remember real clear. It could have been that name, I don't know."


Michelle not only couldn't remember her own name, but at some points she said ledgers could exist that show a "Bill C." paying $30,000 for her services; at other times she insisted that theirs was an affair of the heart, and that while her famous paramour bought her little presents, money never changed hands. She did affirm, however, that as Gennifer Flowers had already told the world, the candidate was very good in bed. Although she claimed that Clinton had eventually revealed his identity, she hadn't realized he was married until she saw Hillary on TV. That upset her greatly, as she had a firm policy against dating married men. She wanted to know more about the mythical snapshot. "Was it a small woman or a large woman?"





"It was a busty woman," Case chortled.





"I'd like to see if it was me," she said. "Couldn't you get a driver's license picture flashed up on the screen? I'm very unphotogenic. I kind of look like a Barbra Streisand and a Goldie Hawn and a Suzanne Somers. I don't have Barbra's nose, but I do have her mouth, I have Suzanne Somers' facial shape, and Goldie Hawn's nose. You think of her when you look at me sometimes."





That was as close as Case ever got to the elusive photo. When Case tracked Louwanda down in California, she insisted that she'd never met Bill Clinton, never met anybody who said he or she knew Bill Clinton; indeed, she had never heard of the candidate until she'd seen him on TV. Louwanda also hinted that Michelle had what she called "problems" that might account for the inconsistencies in her story.





Several months later, Case and his fellow investigators learned the nature of Michelle's "problems." On July 25, 1992, Michael Isikoff wrote an article for the Washington Post detailing the Clinton campaign's success in quelling "bimbo eruptions." In it, he quoted Case saying he had been paid $500,000 -- a huge exaggeration -- by "three separate news organizations" to investigate Clinton's sexual behavior. Isikoff also chronicled the work of San Francisco private investigator Jack Palladino on behalf of the Clinton campaign. According to Betsey Wright there had been nineteen new allegations from women purporting to be Clinton's ex-lovers, in addition to seven earlier ones, since the Democratic convention two weeks earlier. "Since the convention, the gold-digger growth is enormous," Wright told the Post.





She drew a distinction between rival candidate H. Ross Perot's reported use of private detectives to investigate business and political rivals, and the Clinton campaign's counterintelligence operation against tabloid journalists and Republican operatives. "I don't think I've used [Palladino] on anything except bimbo eruptions," Wright claimed, in a phrase that to her chagrin passed instantly into the political lexicon. "We're trying to do a self-defense thing." She described the $28,000 paid to Palladino as "legal expenses."





Isikoff cited as Palladino's greatest triumph his debunking of Larry Case's taped interview with "a 38-year-old Oklahoma City woman" who claimed to have had an affair with Clinton. "Shortly after the interview," he wrote, "Palladino flew to Oklahoma City and took a three-page affidavit from the woman flatly denying the account. The woman said in a recent interview that she told Palladino she had never met Clinton and that she had been 'tricked' by Case after she had had surgery to remove a brain tumor. The tumor had caused her to suffer from 'amnesia' and a 'multiple personality disorder,' accounting for her willingness to agree to Case's suggestions that she had had an affair with Clinton, the woman said."





Of all the bad things that had been written and said about Case, nothing irritated him like the notion that he'd badgered a woman into making up a phony story over the telephone. Clearly, he hadn't. The woman had eagerly volunteered her tale. "They make her look better than me," he moaned to Rempel, "and hell, she's the damn nut." Despite the fact that Isikoff had been spending a good deal of time with Larry Nichols, Case assured Rempel that the Post reporter was "a wiseass, and a big-time Clinton buddy."





More consequential than detectives or brain surgery in persuading Michelle to abandon her unlikely story, perhaps, was something Isikoff didn't report: the extensive history of arrests of both Michelle and Louwanda, under several pseudonyms, for prostitution.


Betsey Wright had been dealing with allegations like these for as long as she'd worked for Bill Clinton. Born and raised in Texas, Wright had first met Clinton in 1972, when he worked in Austin for George McGovern's presidential campaign. After managing his comeback campaign for governor ten years later, Wright remained in Arkansas to serve as both mother hen and political commando. Although it's been widely reported that she confronted Clinton with a "bimbo list" in 1988, persuading him to forgo a presidential bid, she insists that never happened.





"There was no list," she said. "I discussed the issue with him. I didn't see any opening in 1988. I thought it was a long shot. Even in 1992, I didn't think the race should be run, because of what would happen to Hillary and Chelsea. Listen, the guy represented generational change. He was a baby boomer. He'd been on campuses during the Vietnam War. He did not go to Vietnam. He had been on campuses when birth control pills were first invented, and, quote, free sex, unquote, became a big deal. He had a brother who had gotten in trouble with drugs, and he was on campuses when drugs were used. He was attractive to women. There were a million rumors, and there were lots of people who would be willing to make allegations.





"I just knew that there was no way we were going to make that kind of generational change in this country without a struggle. That was what was going to happen to the first baby boomer who got out there by himself."





Early on, Wright's reluctance had kept her out of the 1992 presidential campaign. But as a resident at Harvard's Kennedy School of Government during the early weeks of 1992, she found herself transfixed in the middle of the New Hampshire media market. Then, having tried in vain to alert the campaign to the dangers posed by the likes of Larry Nichols and Gennifer Flowers, she was recruited by campaign lawyer Mickey Kantor on the morning after the crucial primary. Within days, she was back in Little Rock, organizing counterintelligence against Nichols, Case, and their journalistic allies.





Stifling Michelle and Louwanda wasn't Wright's only success. Another was Connie Hamzy, aka "Sweet, Sweet Connie," Little Rock's most notorious rock groupie. During the seventies, Hamzy had achieved minor national notoriety thanks to a song by a band called Grand Funk Railroad. According to the lyrics, "Sweet sweet Connie was doin' her act / Had the whole band, and that's a natural fact." An inveterate publicity seeker, Hamzy was once the subject of a Cosmopolitan profile marveling at her sexual escapades. (Her interview included evaluations of the penis sizes and copulative skills of various rock stars.) Nothing could keep Hamzy from running to tabloid TV with a tale about Clinton passionately pursuing her, but Wright prevented the story from appearing anywhere else.





It was much the same with Sally Miller Perdue, a fifty-three-year-old former Miss Arkansas. Regarded as kooky and unreliable by most reporters in her hometown of Pine Bluff, Perdue had once kicked off a quixotic campaign for mayor with a press conference strenuously denying that she was a lesbian-a charge nobody present had ever heard. Not long before the Democratic convention, the Clinton campaign learned, Lenora Fulani of the fringe New Alliance Party planned to launch her own presidential candidacy in a joint appearance with Perdue, who would detail what she claimed had been her own passionate love affair with Bill Clinton. The New Alliance Party was a strange, quasi-Marxist group based on Manhattan's Upper West Side, whose members were mostly psychotherapy patients of the party's leaders. (Eventually it dissolved into another group that was simultaneously allied to Louis Farrakhan and H. Ross Perot.) Behind the scenes, Nichols and Case had helped broker the deal between Perdue and the eccentric New York activists. In their phone conversations, the two Arkansans had a derisive nickname for the New Alliance Party: "the Snake Doctors."





Clinton denied ever having met Sally Perdue. Assisted by Wright, the Palladino firm lined up several relatives and former associates who agreed to talk to reporters about the woman's eccentricities. The tactic succeeded. Although Perdue made an appearance on the nationally syndicated Sally Jessy Raphael TV program, no major news organization gave credence to her account.





The National Enquirer, of all papers, derided Perdue's tale under the headline "WEIRD CULT OUT TO DESTROY CLINTON." Betsey Wright's success in stifling Clinton sex stories drove Case and Nichols crazy. Having been in close contact with an Enquirer reporter named David Duffy for several months, the pair could not understand the tabloid's motives for debunking Sally Perdue. "Tell me this world ain't upside-fucking-down," Nichols growled. "I'm still trying to fathom why Duffy put an unfucking story in the Enquirer."





"I know why he did it," Case said hopefully. "To shake some fucking people out of the bushes that know about the affair."





Nichols suspected darker motives. "What I think, and I talked to [Bill] Rempel and he agreed. I told him if you want to see the unstory of the fucking century. I told you Duffy told me he was waiting to get his orders from the top. And I'm gonna guaran-fuckin'-tee you it's gonna be..."





"A whitewash?" Case guessed.





"Yup."





