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By HOLLY CRENSHAW
hcrenshaw@ajc.com

Author Margaret Anne 
Barnes embraced the South in 
all its messy glory.

In person, she embodied 
the best of its genteel charms. 
But she preferred shining her 
literary flashlight on its dark 
underbelly of history.

Much of what she describes 
in two novelistic works of 
nonfiction — 1976’s “Murder 
in Coweta County” and 1998’s 
“The Tragedy and the Tri-
umph of Phenix City, Ala-
bama” — isn’t pretty: racial 
tension, murder, cover-ups 
and lies.

She wanted to place 
heroes at the core, like Sher-
iff Lamar Potts — played by 
Johnny Cash in the “Murder in 
Coweta County” TV movie.

But she insisted her writing 
ring true. Which is why she 
had little patience for Georgia 
author Erskine Caldwell and 
his “Tobacco Road.”

“Mostly, I find him as inter-
esting as a block of cement,” 
she said in a 2003 Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution arti-
cle. “He always said that he 
was holding up a mirror to the 
South, but I think it was one of 
those awful distorting mirrors 
you see at a carnival.”

What she championed was 
a fair and kind South, but a 
South that valued its sense of 
place.

“I worry about the South 
becoming homogenized,” she 
said in the same article. “I 
think we’re losing our eccen-
trics. We used to put them out 
on the front porch and intro-
duce them to people. Now we 
do what Yankees do: We put 
them in institutions. Which, 
to me, is a crying shame.”

Fearless and funny, Ms. 
Barnes’ “personality per-
sisted right up to the last,” said 
her friend Mary Lu Mitchell of 
Atlanta. “She saw the humor 
and irony in daily life, and she 
delighted in the foibles and 
strengths of ordinary people.”

Ms. Barnes, 80, of Deca-
tur died of respiratory failure 
Thursday at Emory Univer-
sity Hospital. The funeral is 3 
p.m. today at Central Baptist 
Church in Newnan. McKoon 
Funeral Home is in charge of 
arrangements.

The Newnan native stud-
ied journalism at the Univer-
sity of Georgia, worked for the 
Newnan Times-Herald, and 

lived for a while on a Virginia 
farm. She used it as the setting 
of her 1981 memoir, “A Buz-
zard Is My Best Friend,” which 
earned her a Georgia Author 
of the Year award.

Her friend, attorney Joe 
Beck of Atlanta, called it “a 
feminist book with a sense of 
humor.”

“She was a very strong, 
aggressive, wonderful 
person,” he said. “She was 
determined to live life her 
way, and she did so with great 
integrity and courage.”

Ms. Barnes liked to quote 
that “the weakest ink lasts 
longer than the strongest 
memory.” She felt the power 
of her own ink in sometimes 
frightening encounters.

“A late-night caller 
asked her how she’d like to 
be dumped in the Chatta-
hoochee with a pair of con-
crete boots,” Mrs. Mitchell 
said. Another man came to a 
signing, bought a copy of her 
book and said that if he didn’t 
like it, he knew where she was 
staying and would see her in 
the morning.

Still, she remained as 
immovable as her hairdo.

“She’d been a cheerleader. 
She loved her ball gowns and 
her dances and her parties and 
her silver punch bowls,” Mrs. 
Mitchell said. “But she could 
interview the Southern mafia 
and be tough.”

Ms. Barnes’ accent was so 
thick that when she asked a 
hospice worker to place some 
flowers on the “cot,” it took 
him a moment to realize she 
was saying “cart.”

“She relished words, sto-
ries, conversation, literature,” 
Mrs. Mitchell said. “When she 
entered hospice, I said, ‘How 
will you deal with it?’ And 
she said, ‘I’m just going to 
remember the motto: Func-
tion in disaster, finish in style. 
That’s what I’m going to do.’

“And she did. She was still 
making decisions and call-
ing the cemetery and funeral 
home and telling them what 
she needed.”

“Margaret Anne Barnes 
was a force,” Mrs. Mitchell 
said. “A delightful force.”

Survivors include her 
sons, David Jefferson Dukes 
of Decatur and Steven Stew-
art Dukes of San Francisco; 
a brother, William Young 
Barnes III of Marietta; a sister, 
Mary Clare Medlin of Orlando; 
and one grandchild.
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Margaret 
Anne Barnes, 
‘Murder in 
Coweta’ author

JOHNNY CRAWFORD / 1999

Margaret Anne Barnes, in front of the Coweta County Court-
house, holds a copy of “Murder in Coweta County,” which was 
made into a TV movie starring Johnny Cash.
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ª°�¤¸Ô `��PÔ ãEûë q����� R±��°�Ô Ñø�øÁ
Øûã¾�ûû©¾ØP
X¶�¤�¨¨ ����������¨ �ª ���P�������ª¨

ZpRjdf`jÔ y��ª�¤
_�������� ¨�¤±���¨ ��¤ y��ª�¤ Ñp��� Z�¶Á
Z¤������Ô �� qX Rª���ª�Ô ³��� �� ���� h��¾
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f������ Z°��¤�� _���P y��ª�¤ �¨ ¨°¤±�±��
�¸ � ��±��� ³���Ô U��¨ª���� Z¤������2 ª�¤��
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��� �¤����¨ ³��� �¨¨����� �ª ª�� ���� ��
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`�ª�¤���ª ³��� �����³ �ª f��°¨ª [¤�±� U��¾
�ª�¤¸ �� f��°¨ª [¤�±�P h¤¨P Z¤����� ³�¨
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y��ª��¤ �ª ³�¨ � ª��� �� �����¤�ª��� �¤
¨ª¤���Ô p����� [�� ³�¨ ��³�¸¨ ª��¤�P _�¨
¨ª�����¨ª ��±�Ô �����¨¨��� ��� °�³�±�¤���
ª��°��ª�°���¨¨ ��¤ �����¸ ��� �¤����¨ ¨��³�
ª�¤�°�� ³�ª� � ���¤ª³�¤���� ¨����Ô �� ��¾
��°¤����� ��ª �� ª�� ����Ô � �°��¤�°¨ ���
����¤ �¤ ¨����¸ ��¨ �¤�¨����P R¨ � ¸�°��
��� �� R����¸Ô [RÔ �� ¨���ª ��°�ª��¨¨
��°¤¨ ³�¤���� �� ª�� �¤����ª��� ���ª� �� ª��
����� ª���ª¤� ³�ª����� ��¤��¤¾ª���¾���� ��³¾
��¸¨ ��� �ª��¤ _���¸³��� ��¤��¨ �� ��ª���P
r��¨ ����� � �������� ��±� ��¤ ���� ��� �ª¨
���¨¨�� ����¨ �¤�� b��� y�¸�� ��� _°�¾
��¤�¸ S���¤ª ª� yPUP Z����¨ ��� f�°¤�� 3
_�¤�¸P _� ¨�³ ��ª��� ���¨��� �ª ãû �� ª��
tPqP j�±¸ �°¤��� yy`` �¨ � ¤���� ���¤�ª�¤
�� ���°��ª��� ¨��� ª�� tqq j�ª¤�P _�
��¤ª�����ª�� �� ª�� j�¤����¸ ��±�¨��� ��
Z¤���� �� V¾V�¸ ��� ��ª�¤ �� ±�¤��°¨ ��ªª��¨
�� ª�� m������ r���ª¤�P t��� ¤�ª°¤���� ����Ô
�� �ªª����� ª�� t��±�¤¨�ª¸ �� h���� ���
��ª�¤ �¤��°�ª�� �¤�� ª�� Rª���ª� V�±�¨��� ��
ª�� t��±�¤¨�ª¸ �� [��¤��� ³�ª� � ���¤�� ��
S°¨���¨¨ R�����¨ª¤�ª���P S�������� �� ª��
��ª� Çø�¨Ô p����� ��� � ���� ��� ¨°���¨¨�°�
��¤��¤ �� ª�� ¨ª��� ���°¨ª¤¸P _� ������� °�
¸��¤¨ ³�ª� ��ª� ª�� Rª���ª�� qª��� ��� fPSP
Z�¨ª�¤ ��������¨P S°ª �� ¨���ª ª�� ����¤�ª¸
�� ��¨ ��¤��¤ ³�ª� v�����ª qª��� 3 X¡°�����ª
�� Rª���ª� ��� q�±����� ³��¤� �� ¨�¤±��
�¨ ��¤��¤�ª� ª¤��¨°¤�¤ ��� ��¤��ª�¤ ��¤ Ø�
¸��¤¨P _�¨ ����¸ª���� ���� ��� ����� ��¤
�°���¤¨ ��� ��� ¤������¹�� �¨ ��� �� ª��
ª�� �¤���ª ������¤¨�����¸¨ª¨ �� ª�� ���°¨¾
ª¤¸P R�ª�¤ ��¨ ¤�ª�¤����ªÔ �� ¨�¤±�� ��¤
¨�±�¤�� ¸��¤¨ �¨ � ���¨°�ª��ª ��¤ f��� m¤�Ô
`��PÔ � ª¤��¨��¤ª�ª��� ������¸ �� r°���¤Ô
[RP l°ª �� ª�� ������Ô p����� ³�¨ �
±�¤����°¨ ¤����¤ ��� �±�� ¨��¤ª¨ ��� ³�ª�
�� ���¸�������� ���³����� �� ª¤�±�� ���
¨ª�ª�¨ª��¨P t� °�ª�� ��¨ ��ª� û�¨Ô �� ��°��
���¨��� �� f�ªª�� f���°� �°��°ª¨ �¨ �
��¨����� ������¤ ��� ����� ³�� ��ª��
�����³�� ��¨ ���¸�¤¨Ç ��±�¨ ��� ¤������� ��
���ª��ª ³�ª� ª��� ª�¤�°���°ª ª�� ¸��¤¨P
l�� �� ��¨ �����¨ª ��¨ª���¨ ³�¨ ��¨ ����¸
���� ¤��� ª��ª ��°�� ��� ¹������ �¤�°��
h��ª�³�Ô v�¤�����¾_������� ��� `���� m�¤�
³��¤� �� ������ ��¨ª �¤����¨ ³�ª� ���¸
¤�¨����ª¨ ��� ¨��������¤¨ ����� ª�� ³�¸P
_�¨ U�¤�¨ª��� ���ª� ³�¨ ¨���ª���� �� ����
���¤P R¨ � �������� �����¤ �� ª�� t��ª��
h�ª����¨ª U�°¤��Ô �� ¨�¤±�� �� ���¸
�����ªª��¨ ��� �����¨¨���¨P _�¨ ¨ª¤���Ô
���°¤��� ���ª� ³�¨ � ³�ª��¨¨ ª� �ª��¤¨P S°ª
�� ³�¨ �¤�°���¸ ��¨ª �¤�°� �� ��¨ ÿE¾¸��¤
��¤¤���� ª� ³��� b����� ³�ª� ³��� ��
¨��¤�� �°ª°�� ��±� ��� ��±�ª��� °�ª�� ª��
���P r���ª��¤ ª���¤ ��ª����� ¨��¨� ��
�°��¤ ��°�� �����ª � ��°���� �±�� �°¤���
����Ç¨ ��¤� ������°�ª ª���¨P r�� ¨ª¤���ª� ��
ª���¤ ���� ��� �����ª���ª ª� ���� �ª��¤
³�¨ � ª�¨ª����ª ª� ª��¨� �¤�°�� ª���P ��
³�¨ �¤������ �� ���ª� �¸ ��¨ ��¤��ª¨
y¸��� ��� f�p°� qª�³�¤ª [��Ô ��� �¤�ª�¾
�¤¨ y������ ��� l���Ô `� ����ª��� ª� ��¨ ³���Ô
�� �¨ ¨°¤±�±�� �¸ ¨�� y������ ÑS���Á [�� ���
³��� h�¤ª�� �� f�°�¨±����Ô d~ ��� �¤���¾
��°��ª�¤¨ X¤�� ��� h���¸ [�� �� Rª���ª�Ô
[R ��� ¨ª�� �¤�����°��ª�¤¨ h���� V�±�¨
�� U��¤��ªª�Ô jU ��� R����� m����³ �� f�
[¤����Ô d~2 ��°��ª�¤ p���� U�¨�¸ ���
�°¨���� V�°� �� [¤�¸¨��Ô [R ���
�¤���¨�� R���� U�¨�¸ �� S�¹���Ô hr ���
�¤�����°��ª�¤ h���¨¨� U�¨�¸ �� [¤�¸¨��Ô
[R2 ��� � ³���ª� �� �����¸Ô �¤����¨ ���
��������¤��Ô ���¸ �� ³��� ³��� �����¸
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jbP S�¤��¤� S�¤¤�ªÔ p��ª�¤Ô mR2 ª³� ¨�¨¾
ª�¤¨Ô q��¤��¸ U����¤ª �� q����¤�Ô jU ���
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h�¤��ªª�Ô [R Ø��ë�P _��¤¨¾S�¶��¸ Z°��¤��
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[��¤�� UP q��ªªÔ U���� S�����¸Ô f��¨ q��ª�Ô
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