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In her New York Times review of true crime writer Sarah Weinman’s gifted new book Scoundrel, 
Katherine Dykstra wonders aloud about which criminal justice defendant “receives the benefit of our 
doubt and the privileges that attend that trust, whether or not it is warranted.” An engaging thought, 
indeed. 

If you read the papers, it seems as if the answer is “white males.” Difficult to say, but think about it. 
Maybe to some, it is a pretty-boy movie star like Jussie Smollett who arouses the sympathy of his 
fan base; or a Birdman of Alcatraz-type who curiously becomes defined by post-conviction 
“remorse,” if you will, such as by engaging in jailhouse ornithology. 

For author Weinman’s extraordinary work, it was Edgar Smith—a convicted murderer sitting on 
death row, who astonishingly gained the curious “to-the-wall” support of William F. Buckley Jr. After 
all, Buckley was a celebrated founder of American conservative orthodoxy in the ‘60s who seemingly 
could have cared less about the likes of Smith—except that Smith somehow flattered Buckley 
regarding his writings at the National Review; agreed with Buckley’s brand of politics from his 
cellblock inside the Death House in Trenton State Prison; or, despite Smith’s cloistered status, was 
himself a capable writer. Or all of the above. 

Indeed, Buckley went so far as to urgently promote Smith’s criminal defense by advocating for him in 
Esquire and according him personal financial support leading to his ultimate release (conditioned on 
his actually confessing to the crime). He had Buckley’s undying support, interestingly, until Smith 
was charged with a post-release attempted murder, at which time Buckley unceremoniously dropped 
him—basically, “I made a mistake.” 

This certainly wasn’t the only time a celeb has gone balls-to-the-wall for a convicted criminal, 
motivated by something profoundly different than simply a genuine belief in a defendant’s actual 
innocence. Norman Mailer, a far “different sort of cat,” did a similar thing for Jack Henry Abbott (In 
the Belly of the Beast). Mailer helped liberate Abbott largely due to Abbott’s literary skills—only for 
Abbott to ruthlessly kill after he had gained his freedom with Mailer’s help. Not so odd for a guy like 
Mailer to have helped him. 

But William F. Buckley? Would Buckley have done what he did for a random Black or Latino? An 
illegal immigrant? Or some poor bastard of any race or nationality who seemed to have been 
framed, but couldn’t manage to string two sentences together in writing a fan letter to gain Buckley’s 
support? Yes, Buckley’s standards are hardly those that the Innocence Project would employ in 
deciding whose case was worthy of its consideration. 

One might, then, simply ask, on the basis of Weinman’s book, “What the heck was wrong with 
Buckley?” He wasn’t a lawyer whose professional obligation, whether the public likes it or not, is to 
zealously represent an individual charged—no matter what, and wrongfully accused or not. Buckley 
was a doctrinally conservative thought leader whom one might expect would want convicted 
murderers behind bars or worse. Period. 

JC: So, Sarah, put simply, what was Buckley about here? Was he a latter day Emile Zola bent on 
righting a terrible injustice? A rich guy with a powerful pen and profile trying to make a “statement”? 
Or was it something altogether different? 



SW: I hadn’t thought to compare Buckley to Zola, but I suppose the sentiment does apply: Buckley 
did believe that Edgar Smith did not kill Victoria Zielinski, but even if that was possible, that at the 
very least Smith deserved a new trial. Others, most notably Sam Adler-Bell in his review of my book 
for The New Republic, point out that there could be a sublimated romantic element to Buckley’s 
advocacy, though I tend to define it more along the lines of loyalty—in that Buckley firmly believed 
that ideology should never get in the way of a good friendship, and that once one crossed the 
“Friend” threshold, it stayed put for good, or until there was a major breach. 

JC: Should society want people like Buckley or Mailer, or others like them, promoting in this manner 
the causes of criminal defendants convicted of murder, when they don’t have sufficient experience to 
separate the wheat from the chaff in terms of whom to go to bat for? 

SW: That is a thorny but necessary question to answer. And we have seen other instances—the 
case of writer Sara Gruen, for example—where such promotion led to significant physical and 
mental deterioration. It may be an instance where the cause is still noble enough to warrant 
individual advocacy but is better done in the form of a collective. Which is to say, volunteering time 
at legal clinics or Innocence Projects, if possible, might be the better way forward, since there is 
some degree of vetting done in advance. 

JC: Might what Buckley did here actually undermine genuine efforts to reverse true injustices, given 
that the judges who will be called upon to review those cases may become more skeptical seeing 
how easy it is for intelligent people like Buckley (or Mailer) to be conned by some criminals? 

SW: Obviously I hope not, and I do think the Buckleys and Mailers of the world remain statistical 
outliers. The larger issues are that too many people are wrongfully convicted, or their convictions 
were obtained in such a fashion to warrant reconsideration, new trials, or be overturned altogether. 
And too many people who belong to marginalized communities, especially those who are BIPOC, 
make up the bulk of these wrongful convictions and larger injustices. 

Scoundrel is a story about the power of belief and what happens when it’s given over to the wrong 
person. But since I do feel that the original trial and evidence merited scrutiny and there was 
legitimate basis for overturning Edgar Smith’s conviction, it’s also an account of a slow-motion train 
wreck of a tragedy that damaged the lives of far too many people, especially the women and girls 
whom Smith harmed, assaulted, and in the instance of Victoria Zielinski, murdered. 

JC: As you say, it’s about the power of belief. So, is there a broader message you find in the story 
than just the Smith-Buckley curious relationship? Meaning, what motivates such “beliefs”? Why do 
people like Smith (or, for that matter, Abbott) get the benefit of the doubt, whereas the random, 
maybe innocent, Joe (lacking a DNA safety net), serving his time eating prison food, just dies on the 
vine? Is the Buckley-Smith story just a microcosmic antithesis of how so many wrongful convictions 
go uncorrected? 

SW: In both Edgar Smith and Jack Henry Abbott’s instances, the link was supposed literary talent. 
Granted, Edgar’s did not “emerge” until Buckley’s 1965 Esquire article reprinted excerpts from his 
letters, and thus exposed Smith to the wider world of judgment—which is how he got Sophie Wilkins’ 
initial attention, and the eventual deal to publish Brief Against Death with Knopf—but by that time 



Buckley had already been charmed (and, perhaps, seduced) by Edgar’s literary acumen in 
correspondence form. How could, as Donald Coxe told me, someone with such talent and who was, 
to boot, a fan of National Review, turn out to be a savage killer? But of course, talent has little if 
anything to do with character, and if antisocial tendencies coupled with deep rage and entitlement 
lead you to murder a teenage girl, abuse your loved ones, and then try to kill another woman years 
later, it would happen regardless of whether you can write publishable material. 

What’s going on, in other words, is that wrongful conviction narratives are that—narratives. And 
those that don’t fit a particular narrative, or don’t have some kind of “hook” (like literary talent) don’t 
get the same attention. Which is wrong and must be fought against. Because every human has 
worth, and if the criminal justice system fails them, it also fails any one of us. 

JC: The most curious part of the story, for me, is not that Smith went on a rampage later and almost 
killed again ending up in jail for the rest of his life. It’s that, to put an end to his initial case, he 
pleaded guilty and, by pre-guilty plea agreement, was sentenced to time served. Any insight on how 
Buckley reacted to Smith making that deal—that maybe Smith wasn’t actually innocent after all? 

SW: I was struck by this too, but it also predates the “Alford plea” in other states, where people 
known to be wrongfully convicted, and possibly facing death, still strike a deal where they are held 
legally accountable for the crime (this is, I believe, what finally allowed the “West Memphis Three” to 
be freed from death row in Arkansas.) Buckley encouraged Edgar to take the plea because it would 
save time. Certainly Edgar’s federal lawyer, Steven Umin, pushed for it as well. Edgar resisted but 
eventually, for a little while at least, he also realized that it was a question of semantics, and of 
course immediately repudiated his guilty plea on the Firing Line episodes taped mere hours after 
Judge Morris Pashman ended the case in court. 

JC: Sarah, you tell a terrific story. Word count limitations, unfortunately, don’t allow you to tell more 
of it here. I can only guide our readers on what to do next by asking them: “What’s the longest river 
in South America?” Or Barnes and Noble! 
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