Rosemary Roberts: 'Senator No' documentary a fair portrayal

If you missed WUNC-TV's documentary film about Jesse Helms, then ask for a rerun. The film is a fascinating portrayal of North Carolina's former senator, who was among the most controversial (some say mean-spirited) in modern political history.

Helms, 86, now lives in a Raleigh nursing home and, according to news reports in 2006, is suffering from dementia. What his family thought of the documentary is unknown, but I thought it was remarkably balanced and fair.

The film, "Senator No: Jesse Helms," recounts Helms' 30-year career in the U.S. Senate that began in January 1973. He was the first Republican U.S. senator elected in North Carolina since the late 1800s. He was re-elected four more times but never by landslides.

Before his Senate career, Helms had been a Raleigh newspaper journalist and later a right-wing TV commentator on Raleigh's WRAL. His defining moment came in the bitter 1950 U.S. Senate contest between moderate Frank Porter Graham and conservative Willis Smith. Helms helped elect Smith by playing the race card against Graham.

Race and communism became reliable weapons in Helms' political arsenal. He unleashed them in almost every campaign. Helms also pioneered direct mail to solicit campaign funds and specialized in negative ads.

Among Helms' dirtiest campaigns was the 1984 senatorial race, a contest depicted in William D. Snider's vivid "Helms and Hunt: The North Carolina Senate Race, 1984." The vitriolic Hunt-Helms campaign was the then-most expensive senatorial race in history.

The 1990 campaign was also weighted with muck. It attracted national attention because it pitted Helms against Harvey Gantt, an African American and former Charlotte mayor. One of Helms' TV commercials became infamous for depicting a white worker's hand crumpling a job-rejection slip. The job had gone to a black person. The commercial, a blatant attack on affirmative action, worked.

Some say Helms softened in his twilight years before he left the Senate in January 2003. Bono, the rock star, improbably persuaded "Senator No," as Helms was dubbed because of his obstructionist tactics to legislation, to help fund the fight against AIDS in Africa. Not only that, Helms astonishingly said he would have been a Baptist missionary to Africa if he could live life over.

But was Helms having a sudden (and overdue) moral transformation? Or was it an eleventh-hour concern that history would remember him as a mean-spirited bigot? Politicians nearing retirement often fret about their legacy.

The documentary features an assortment of people -- Bono, Sen. Joe Biden -- saying nice things about Helms. But those of us who endured the Helms era find it hard to paper over his racism, homophobia and obstructionism in foreign and domestic affairs.

Even his memoirs published in 2005 revealed no contrition about race. "We will never know how integration might have been achieved in neighborhoods across our land, because the opportunity was snatched away by outside agitators who had their own agendas to advance. We certainly do know the price paid by the stirring of hatred, the encouragement of violence, the suspicion and distrust."

Nor had his attitude change about gays by 1995 when he voiced this jaw-dropper. AIDS victims, he said, deserved their fate because of their "deliberate, disgusting, revolting conduct."

In 1994, Helms had another outrageous outburst, threatening President Clinton with assassination if he came to North Carolina. "Mr. Clinton better watch out if he comes down here. He'd better have a bodyguard." (Helms later apologized for his remark.)

Helms was reared as a fundamentalist Baptist in Monroe and publicly touted "Christian" values during his career. Whether his ugly political tactics and Christian values jibed is debatable.

The documentary lets Helms' words (many captured on tape) speak for themselves. The film wisely lets viewers decide how history will judge Helms. Many North Carolinians will probably agree with the mother of an AIDS victim who said Helms would leave "a legacy of bigotry." 
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