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Commissioners display lack of moral
courage
To the Editor:

After hearing the Johnston County commissioners at the meeting on
torture and rendition ßights on March 2, it seems that the increasing
negative publicity coming the countyÕs way from U.S. and
international entities will be deserved.

The commissioners could not muster the gumption to take a stand
against torture. This came on a Monday following a week in which
U.S. military members were convicted for mistreating prisoners.

The commissionersÕ position Ð lack of moral courage aside Ð stands in
deÞance of AmericaÕs history. It snubs AmericaÕs 234 years of mainly
humane and noble treatment of prisoners in our hands. It also ßouts
our long-standing laws.

TortureÕs been a punishable offense in the United States since 1775,
before we had a Constitution and before we were the United States of
America. TortureÕs been a violation of our Constitution (cruel and
inhuman treatment clause), and it has been and is punishable under
our Uniform Code of Military Justice. Torture is in violation of the
Geneva Convention and the 1987 UN Convention Against Torture,
both of which the United States has signed. Those treaties are part of
our laws. They forbid torture.

A brief history: On Sept. 14, 1775, Gen. Washington ordered his
commanders to put to death Americans who tortured British soldiers
who died because of that torture. This was at a time when the British
routinely tortured WashingtonÕs soldiers. Washington wanted the
enemy to see us as better people.
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He also knew that soldiers who tortured were troublesome, inadequate
men. President Lincoln, in his 1863 General Order 100, forbade
Union troops from torturing prisoners. Maximum punishment was
death. Lincoln did not want peace to be made more difÞcult when it
came. These proscriptions against torture became part of our Articles
of War, and later in 1951, our Uniform Code of Military Justice.
Again, the maximum punishment is death.

Memorable moments from the March 2 commissioners meeting
included Chairman Wade Stewart opining that waterboarding was not
torture; he thought waterboarding was only Òsimulated drowning.Ó
Did he not know that we punished American soldiers for
waterboarding during the Philippine Insurrection and again during
Vietnam? Further, we convicted Japanese for waterboarding
Americans during World War II.

Commissioner Braswell said he needed proof of torture. Does one
need proof to make a statement in support of our Constitution, laws
and historical record of humane treatment? How can such a statement
be deÞned as being ÒpoliticalÓ?

One commissioner said he didnÕt read people such as Jane Meyer
(author of ÒThe Dark Side,Ó a Þne book on how the Bush
administration violated the nationÕs principles by allowing torture and
the erosion of our civil liberties) or others of her type. No surprise
that, but it seems he should re-read the Constitution and related
history on this issue.

Two commissioners hinted at prior military service. Have they
forgotten their oath to the Constitution, their classes on the Geneva
Convention? (Like many veterans, they may still have their Geneva
Convention card.)

As a combat veteran who took the requisite constitutional oath as an
ofÞcer three times, and who served this country for more than 15
years, and who has four family members, all combat-vetted young
ofÞcers, now in Iraq (three for their second tours), it was a bizarre
evening.

More damage is coming to the reputation of Johnston County for
rendition torture ßights. Based on the commissioners meeting, that
damage seems a fair and reasonable outcome, albeit a totally
unnecessary one.

Floyd McGurk

Greenville, S.C.
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