























FINDERS

contonmed from page 13 3 Fpesiny \
the mothers h;uri, :tal hightailed it down to Tallahassee the (ln; lh(“){ak,amcl(li“ of the Ifm,'t. )
“Seems 10 me that people who have never done anything \Ajn“g ve rllo ng to fear, _
savs Weigand. “What were they hiding? If it were me, I'd blindly go ge .m‘ child. e
Sc\, confusion, small-mindedness, fear, the press, and the enigmatic ers kept

s s case back to life. HRS recruited Chicago psychologist Nahman "
‘t“\x‘:l(‘zt‘lnli :::(t::\b‘\lko‘;‘l‘u‘ grlhsllmn of sexual abuse. Known for his 5_'cx-ab'use work, n
the Manhattan Beach, C ;|hfnmila proﬁgh(xnl case, Urt‘](‘;::lti‘:!e! held a series of interviews =
with the kids. His conclusion: the evidence was inconclusive. |
The tangle of law-enforcement outfits working the k:{\ﬁfl cgl\U}ll}P(l to confuse
evervone. “A couple of officers in D.C. used our arrest [in Florida] as an el)‘('([iuhse togo
into the warehouse," says a Tallalm:z]soc officer who asked for anonymity. “They were =
ORGO 1S 3 anted access. g
obee “d :wh.“ub group \,n}c\i w "| Tallahassee officer who squarely discussed with me
Investigator Huffman is the only : o s ; .
problems in his own department. He says the arresting officers did right. “You really have
to commend them, It’s easier to cut someone loose than to get involved. 1},“‘ he says,
“[f you get down to the bottom line, people have the right to remain silent.” A |
major in college, Huf{naa}]: snzj!s Ilu' con;p;;rgd lhel hgg!erb; to the Amish — different,
bad. Yet he cautions, “They do have their immaturities. © 3 -
“Our chief of police wasn't here,” Huffman recalls. “He's very progressive and has the
ability to think in new ways. But I had to deal with the‘depuly L:hlef 49 le had already
written the group off. There was a meeting with the FBI, HRS, state's attorey,
guardian ad litem [a legal advocate for the kids] — everybody. I had only said one thing:
‘Let’s be objective.” A . i

“He let out a sigh I can still remember. He said, directed at me, something to the ]
effect of, ‘If it swims like a duck, quacks like a duck, and looks like a duck, what the hell
more do you need?’ Obviously, these men should be sent down the river.” Huffman says
the deputy chief meant well, “but he had a very narrow view.” "l

Separate Florida agencies were battling over what to do with the case, too. “It became
a political ball that bounced from one agency to the next,” says Lieutenant Van Meter.
“HRS and the state’s attorney didn’t want to let go of it. They kept insisting there was
more to it. We got really embarrassed. It got to be a real circus.”

Willie Meggs, the state attorney, handled both the adult and juvenile cases. “Willie gets
up every morning and takes his righteous-indignation pill,” says Van Meter. “He's very =
religious, very conservative. To him these people were heretics. He's the kind of I
who has ‘mom’ tatooed on one arm and ‘apple pie’ on the other. To him they were
wrong and living bad. The HRS caseworker came off like that, t0o.” T

Sherry Walker, the assistant state's attorney first assigned to the juvenile case,
stepped down because she believed her office was “projecting our own morals on this

group.” Walker, who has since been elected to the state senate, doesn't badmouth Willie
Meggs. She thinks he was doing his job as an elected official, “Tallahassee is very
conservative. Anything not Southern Baptist is fearful to people. In this conservative
environment. it looked like the mothers were unfit. We believe that kids should get three
meals, clean clothes, and be put to bed at a decent hour. In this area, women are the
primary caretakers. Mr. Meggs was elected by this same conservative group,” Walker
says. Meggs did have “very deep feelings” about this case, Walker allows. “%hen you
have such deep feelings about what you think is right and wrong, it does slow things up.
Alegal decision is not the same as a moral decision.” a
Willie Meggs, who displays a Holy Bible in his office, says he thinks the case went on.
s0 long because Holwell and Ammerman refused to cooperate, “The defendants a
like horse’s tails,” he says. “They were all secretive. If blame has to be placed anywhere,
it ought to be placed on these people.”” Meggs says his office wanted to be “absolutely
sure” of the kids’ safety. “We weren't just willing to let them go to these women who
claimed to be their mothers.”
¢ !y\/leggs"a office repeatedly offered plea bargains in the Holwell and Ammerman cases.
We didn't have anything,” Meggs says, pointblank. “When it all boiled down, when you
get down to the final analysis, 1 just wanted them to get out of Dodge.” Even so0, Meggs
stands by his office’s actions. “We all have a soft spot for kids,” he says. "I certainly hope
that the citizenry would want us to get to the bottom of a case like this. The only thing I’
wish is that we could have done our investigation without the press.”
Nearly everyone who tangoed with the Finders affair slagged the media — including
lhe media — and blamed them for protracting the cases. Some attacks were, of course,
kill the messenger.” Others whipped reporters for all the right reasons. Some were !
more introspective complaints. Others lamented the constraints of late-twentieth-century :
journalism, where it's the McMedium, not the message. “This became a big story A
because the press made it a big deal,” Scott Hunt says, Hunt, who took flak for
announcing sexual abuse and satanism in the case, is red in the face now. “How do you
think | got this information? By osmosis? Somebody told me.” y
Rick Huffman doesn't let Hunt or others in his department off so easily. Part of the
problem, he says, is that the Tallahassee Police Department wasn’t accustomed to
national attention. “We had Connie Chung call us up,” he remembers, “Our old PIO
[public information officer — Hunt] is flapping his gills all over the department.”
According to Huffman, Hunt said, “This is it, folks! This is my day! Connie Ch.uns is
grmﬁf;;\ldnwrv;:“ége." ; g
Huffman, who didn't give any interviews once he took over th i
meant power-money-promotion to some on the staff. Others, h: s(;lysse lﬁ(ag munm
purer motives, “They were like, “Wow, we may be the impetus to bn'n'g down
all over the world. We're the snowball at the top of the mountain, Maybe we can do some
good.”” But Huffman didn't believe this was a credible case. l‘hey had no experience
dealing with a case of this sensitivity,” Huffman says. “They were passing along
ar;mmstmlhﬂl ;)vx‘lemr‘w the me;ha.'l; -
allahassee Democral reporter Jan Pudlow, who did some s be ing on the
group and stuck with it long after the pack had gone l1on\e,g§%m%‘%:m go
shoulder some of the blame for the media’s goofs. “If you're looking at the media’s
responsibility to capture the truth about these people, I've got tl:l;gmit I've got a little bit
of bitterness lingering, because these people did not make it easy for reporters to i
thsbout hem,"aays Pudow: Youkncw what they (e Finders) call i and humor? |
» F umor, wit is bei aceitful 2 & 4 what
lh(:){_call humor isn't real funny, being deceitful and downright lying, and
T've been in the business about ten years and | realize that when you interview:

>

somebody, everybody uses a little manipulation, We all know that, But I ha

so blatantly mampulated as by this youg." M Lo g T
Pudlow, the first reporter to interview the mothers when they came to Tallahassee,

says, “If the Finders told me today that they were coordinating the Second Coming of

Christ and there was Jesus at their right hand, I still wouldn't want to get a quote from

TGIAD: Ready to go in any direction. It's a salutation or a closing found on most
every Finders report, and it's the essence of the group. If you aren't RTGIAD, you
L \_can't play the game calls. And with the Finders, everything is a game call. Dress,
diet, work, play, travel, marriage, divorce, pregnancy, child rearing, pranks,
investigations — even calling games can be a game call. Many people have suggested
that the entire arrest was a game call. The point of all this fun and games? Every game
call yields knowledge, which members bring to the Student, Marion Pettie, so he can call
better and better games. It's hard to lead a game-playing life — in this society, at least
~Whia the Flosia fracag exponed
e Flori cas e the Finders to the highest de; iny, i

ot the first time outsiders had tried to understand the g’m} Boro Siueini gl

After Marion Pettie retired from the Air Force as a master sergeant in 1956, he
returned to the Culpeper, Virginia area, his hometown. One of Pettie’s sons told the
Washi Post that during the Sixties his father spent his days at the library near Pettie
Farm, family’s 90-acre property, and became “a student of the world.” In the late
Sixties and early Seventies, Pettie Farm was known for its free ic meals and

hilosophical pow-wows on the front porch. Pettie’s son told the Pos¢ that his father
gan a new life around 1971, when he started a commune with his followers in the
house near Georgetown.

Today members look much more yuppie than hippie, a turnabout that began in the
early Eighties. Though they have changed with the times, they still don’t blend in.
They've turned heads in rural Culpeper, where they often show up at town meetings in
business suits. John Davies, a Culpeper attorney who represented a former group
member in a divorce proceeding five years ago, says they never say anything but always
take notes. “From my perspective, they can have a significant impact on a community like

“Our old PIO '“:ublic information oﬂlcer% is ﬂa;la_:inq his
ills all over the de?artment: This is it, folks! This is my
ay! Connie Chung is going fo interview me.”

Culpeper,” says Davies. “1 think part of their goal is taking control of the local
government.” As evidence, Davies says he knows ofas running for local
office with whom they tried to invest $25,000. And they're always researching
townspeople.

The Finders have combed real estate titles to see who owns what and how much they
owe, says Davies. He's also noticed Finders men walking down the street in coats and
ties and making notes on every house they pass. Davies says he thinks there's an
old-fashioned motivation behind their game playing: dollars. “Basically they're doing
collectively what an individual investor would do,” he says.

Several peog)le have posited that the Finders gather information because they are
spies. Daniel Brandt, who has put together a databank of intelligence citations he sells as
spyBASE, says he first met two group members, Steve Usdin and Jeff Ubois, in the
summer of 1984. “They awarsoached me because they saw I was doing this database,”
says Brandt, who lives in Washington, D.C. “I had posted a note about it in an extremely
obscure j called Reset."

Usdin and Ubois claimed they refresented an outfit called Information Bank, and they
gave Brandt software in exchange for information. “They were very well informed about
counterspying,” says Brandt. He met with them several times over the next year,
visiting their warehouse twice. “They kept pumping me for information and 1 got
sua;?iclous." Brandt recalls. ; : g :

randt grew more suspicious when his friends told him odd tales abopt their dealings
with the Information . Realizing the depth of the Information Bank's knowledge of
the political left, he sent out a three-page memo to progressive ar y
Washington. Dated November 10, 1986, the memo is headed, “A Summary of What is
Known About Some Very Strange People Who use Computers an_q Seek Out
Progressives so That They can ask a lot of s:;;smus Questions.” In additionto
Information Bank, Brandt wrote, members they were from Global Press Review,
Hong Kong Business Toda)r, and The Seekers. Members also :llsppmadxed Lou @
co-editor of Covert Action Information Bulletin, and he helped Brandt check them out,
“There are several characteristics that Jend themselves to the interpretation that this is
an information-gathering front for a cult of some sort,” Brandt wrote in his summary,
noting that members may not be told the purpose behind their missions. “The guise of
computer consulting is an ideal method of spying on the Left,” he concluded. "It would
take about twenty seconds to copy an entire mailing list from a hard disk onto a floppy.

“Ifit'sa game, it's pretty bizarre,” says Brandt, who hasn't heard from the group ina
few years, "It seems like there must be some sort of impetus behind it.”

ore than a year before the Tallahassee case, Re}). Robert Kastenmeier $ s
(D-Wisconsin) looked into the group at the behest o a constituent whose son had joned.
Kastenmeier says he had a hunch tgat they were intelligence linked, but when he took it
to the House Intelligence Committee, he r:glukhl gtetl yenlffuon. Kastenmeier’s office

i i a bac in military inte! ce. .
Adloacy that Pelg%ti gggmnents, Pettie worked in Ah'l?:rce intelligence and sometimes
about his intelligence connections in later years, When the Finders story broke,
one broadcast report noted that a police source clamed Pettie’s deceased wife worked
for the CIA. Larry Kahaner, a journalist and author of the book Culis That Kill, spoke
with some of his many police and FBI sources about the Finders while researching his
book. (The Finders are not mentioned in his book, nor does he class
Kills.) He says he was told the Finders once did database training for the GIA. :
think you have to read any'l.hin'ﬁdee and dark into this,” says er. “The interesting
about the Finders is that they ike to play games with law enforcement agencies.
%gt’s their shtick. As you'll notice 'i'n Tallahassee, they did indeed embarrass them. It
es. i
gy e mn&"ﬁrﬁaﬂ% I spoke with knew anything about the Finders working
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i tclluﬁ' nce operation, But they all had a similar response to Investigator Cheryl
t‘%reig;:ld’s: cothing they are involved with would surprise me.

continued on page 16 W












