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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING
“I could not put down this book. It’s a must-read for anyone 
interested in psychology, drug and alcohol addiction, the 
complicated chemistry of the human body, and—oddly—
local politics.” 
—GEORGE SINGLETON, author of Between Wrecks
“Was this a courageous act of protest or a sad act of 
madness? This fascinating book explores the line between 
inspiration and insanity. The case of Marshall Ledbetter is 
humorous, chilling, and an important story to tell.” 
—GARY ALAN FINE, coauthor of Whispers on the 
Color Line
“A compelling look at a significant but little-known inci-
dent in Florida history, one that turned out to be a precur-
sor to the Occupy movement.” 
—CRAIG PITTMAN, author of The Scent of Scandal
“Going beyond the pat answers of mental illness, drug 
abuse, or youthful pranksterism, Harrison shows that 
these elements were far from the whole story.” 
—CHAD ALAN GOLDBERG, author of Citizens and 
Paupers 

“This is a taut, captivating account of a personal tragedy that could strike any family: a bright 
young man with infinite promise loses his mind and personality under the influence of alcohol 
and hallucinogens. His ‘takeover’ of a state capitol while armed only with an empty whiskey 
bottle reads like a comic opera, but it’s a sad overture to the brief remainder of his life.” 
—MARTIN A. DYCKMAN, author of Reubin O’D. Askew and the Golden Age of Florida 
Politics
“The complex and nuanced story of Marshall Ledbetter is simultaneously interesting, touching, 
troubling and thought-provoking. Although there are many ways in which young people, espe-
cially men, mentally ill or not, fail to find a comfortable place in society, Marshall’s failure was 
more conspicuous and ultimately tragic than most.” 
—WALTER R. TSCHINKEL, author of The Fire Ants
“Harrison does a superb job of placing Marshall Ledbetter in the context of his times when, as 
a student at Florida State University, he carried on the traditions of the rebellious, irreverent, 
anti-establishment, drug-fueled madness of the 1960s, thirty years later. And then paid the price.” 
—JEFF KUNERTH, author of Trout: A True Story of Murder, Teens, and the Death Penalty
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Q & A with

author of

How did you first become intrigued by Marshall Ledbetter’s story? 

I first heard about the Ledbetter story at a Florida State University student government party in 
fall of 1994. It seemed like such a wild, debauched tale at the time, almost like something out of 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas by Hunter S. Thompson. I was amazed Ledbetter lived through 
it. Although Marshall was a couple of years older than me, he resembled many of the bright 
but often seemingly misunderstood students I had gone to school with at New College of the 
University of South Florida in Sarasota. There was also a raw, political edge to Ledbetter that 
was fascinating to me. Many young people are filled with a desire to change the world, but don’t 
know what direction to take. Here was Ledbetter’s answer. It was a peculiar answer, to be sure, 
but an answer nonetheless.  

What’s the most important thing you want readers to take away from your book? 

An awareness of the singularity and complexity of experience that is behind a human life. 

Do you think that Ledbetter could be considered a hero, especially in light of recent events 
like the Occupy Wall Street movement?  

For a brief period, Marshall was indeed considered a local hero in Tallahassee and on the cam-
pus of Florida State University.  In certain circles there is still a certain appreciation or admira-
tion for his occupation of the Florida State capitol building.  Over the years—with the help of 
Jello Biafra’s song about the incident—Ledbetter has become better known as a sort of a “culture 
jammer,” someone who tries to use culture and the mass media to make a political statement.  
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“Over the years—with the help of Jello Biafra’s song about the incident—Ledbetter 
has become better known as a sort of a ‘culture jammer,’ someone who tries to use 

culture and the mass media to make a political statement.  Ledbetter is an interesting 
character to compare to the Occupy Wall Street movement.”



Ledbetter is an interesting character to compare to the Occupy Wall Street movement since both 
events involved the temporary takeover of a political space which was then used for purpos-
es in contrary to those intended.  In taking such action, and in his later statements, Ledbetter 
offered a courageous (if at times naïve) voice against oppression and injustice in society.  He also 
demonstrated considerable strength of will. Because of this, some people might view parts of 
Ledbetter’s life as heroic. On the other hand, there are aspects of Ledbetter’s biography which are 
decidedly non-heroic, and at times are even pathetic, which adds a sobering element to the story. 

How do you think Marshall will be remembered in 10 years? 

I think Marshall Ledbetter will be remembered as a singular, tragic figure on the fringes of the 
“culture jamming” movement, as a casualty of Florida’s mental health system, and as a fierce 
critic of Florida culture and its institutions. 

Do you think the issues Marshall protested against, such as poverty and homelessness, were 
affected by what he did? 

No. His positions on these issues were muted once he was arrested, and the public never got a 
chance to hear what he had to say about them.

If you could ask Marshall one question today, what would it be? 

“What did I leave out?”

Are there other articles or works that you recommend for better understanding Ledbetter and 
his case? 

Discipline and Punish by Michel Foucault, A First-Rate Madness by Nassir Ghaemi, Seductions 
of Crime by Jack Katz, Domination and the Arts of Resistance by James Scott, and Identity and 
Control by Harrison White.

What are you currently reading? 

I just finished My Struggle (Volume 2) by Karl Ove Knausgård. I am in the midst of reading Eve-
ning’s Empire by Bill Flanagan.

What are you working on next? 

A social history of a rural blues club in Hodges, SC called Jackson Station.  It was operated by 
two gay men, Gerald Jackson and Steve Bryant, from 1976 until 1990, when it came to a very 
tragic end. I am writing the story of the club, how it came into being, the people who frequented 
the place, and the musicians that played there.

Do you have one sentence of advice for new authors? 

Be patient and keep chipping away at your work. It will come to fruition!
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7
Capitol Showdown

This was a declaration of war on the present day power 
structure of this planet. . . . I was doing my best to invite a 
world revolution.

Marshall Ledbetter in Dr. William Spence, “Court-Ordered 
Psychological Evaluation,” July 2, 1991.

There is a time when the operation of the machine becomes 
so odious, makes you so sick at heart, that you can’t take 
part; you can’t even passively take part, and you’ve got to 
put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon 
the levers, upon all the apparatus, and you’ve got to make it 
stop. And you’ve got to indicate to the people who run it, to 
the people who own it, that unless you’re free, the machine 
will be prevented from working at all!

Mario Savio, “Sproul Hall Steps, December 2, 1964.”

Marshall left the Hogly Wogly and headed east toward the State Capi-
tol Building. For readers who may be unfamiliar with Tallahassee, the 
state of Florida actually has two capitol buildings, one known as the 
“old” capitol, and the other the “new” capitol. The former, the historic 
capitol building, is a quaint, domed structure at the corner of Monroe 
Street and Apalachee Parkway. It was built in 1845, underwent seri-
ous renovation in 1902, and served “as the core of Florida’s Capitol 
despite numerous additions,” until 1978.1 Today, the historic capitol 
houses a museum and bookshop. The portico on the front of the build-
ing displays the Great Seal of Florida, adopted in 1868, which depicts 
“a view of the sun’s rays over a high land in the distance, a cocoa tree, 
a steamboat on water, and an Indian female scattering flowers in the 
foreground.”2 The new capitol, completed in 1978, is now the real house 
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Capitol Showdown    45

of power in the state. It sits directly behind and literally towers over 
the older building. NPR commentator and Floridian Diane Roberts 
tells us that after the new capitol was built, Governor Reubin Askew 
targeted the old capitol for demolition. He thought it “was a relic of the 
Old South; slaves had been sold from its wide steps.” In response, the 
Garden Club, the Historical Society, and the Daughters of the Confed-
eracy mobilized resistance, even threatening “to throw themselves in 
front of the bulldozers” to save the building.3

 The new capitol was designed by famed American modernist archi-
tect Edward Durell Stone (1902–78) and would be one of his last major 
projects. Stone built the capitol to represent the state in the midst of 
“an age of fast-moving, sometimes unpredictable and even frighten-
ing events.”4 In the late 1970s the size of the structure was impressive: 
twenty-two stories and a height of 307 feet. At the time it was built, it 
was the tallest building between Jacksonville and New Orleans.5 The 
new Florida capitol structure also featured two large domes five stories 
off the ground on either side of the monolith, resulting in what might 
be considered a textbook example of phallocentric architecture. In the 
late 1970s, the $45 million building was on the cutting edge of architec-
ture and became the dominant force on the Tallahassee skyline. When 
it was finished, the capitol complex had more than a thousand rooms 
and a million square feet.6 Everything was state of the art. The build-
ing had a robust security system operated by computers and electronic 
sensors.7 Italian marble adorned the walls on the plaza Level, and a 
sophisticated heating system that utilized “heat from human bodies, 
lights and other electrical devices” warmed the building.8 
 Ledbetter arrived at the capitol building a little after 3:00 a.m. He 
was wearing acid-washed shorts, flip-flops, and a faded purple tie-dyed 
Jimi Hendrix T-shirt. He surveyed the scene and weighed the advan-
tages and disadvantages of various entry points into the building. 
He noticed a Capitol Police officer on patrol but evaded her view. He 
waited for the right time to act.
 About an hour later, Ledbetter wrapped a towel around the empty 
bottle of whisky he had been carrying and approached a doorway. He 
was on the south side (Adams Street) of the plaza level. He took a 
roll of masking tape from his pocket and affixed the tape in strips on 

proof 



Figure 7. The Florida capitol buildings seen from Apalachee Parkway, looking west toward 
Tallahassee. The new capitol is the dominant feature on the Tallahassee skyline, dwarfing the 
historic capitol in front of it. Designed by Edward Durrell Stone, the new capitol is a particu-
larly impressive example of phallocentric architecture. Photo courtesy of Jason Flom.
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the door to muffle the noise of glass breaking. Marshall hit the towel-
wrapped bottle hard against the glass. The window didn’t break. Mar-
shall hit it again. It still didn’t break. He reconsidered his technique. 
This time, Marshall tapped on the glass gently, gradually at first with 
light taps and increasing the force with each swing. He hit the glass six 
or seven more times. On the final blow, the window shattered. It was 
4:04 a.m.
 Strangely, no security alert was triggered when Marshall smashed 
the window. No lights were tripped, no alarms sounded, no automated 
phone calls were dialed to the police. No black helicopters swept down 
on Ledbetter from over the rooftops. Incredibly, despite the new capi-
tol building’s technological wizardry, no sensors had been embedded 
in the building’s glass doors. Even though Ledbetter had struck a ma-
jor blow to its defenses, the capitol’s computerized alarm system still 
registered the building as secure.
 Marshall made his way inside and took a look around. He left one 
note for police near the entrance and another down the hall. The first 
note read: “It would be advisable to leave the building and contact your 
superiors. There is a note on front of the columns @ the front entrance. 
Tell your fellow officers no harm will come to them if they do not pen-
etrate the confines of the edifice.” It was signed “Smoking Raven in the 
Eye of the Great Storm.” Marshall made his way to the main lobby and 
got on an elevator. He rode it up and down for a while before getting 
worried he might be under surveillance, and so he stepped off. 
 At around 4:15 Marshall went to use pay phone on the fifth floor. 
He dialed 911. He told the dispatcher, “The Capitol building is occupied 
and you will find a note by the door.”9 The operator alerted Tallahassee 
Police Department personnel in the area. Two officers and a K-9 dog 
were sent to investigate. When they got to the capitol, however, “patrol 
officers were unable to find the broken door and assumed the report 
was false.”10 The officers left the premises. It was now about 5:00 a.m. 
Ledbetter had been amped for a showdown with the police, yet the op-
position wasn’t showing up. This must have been maddening for him. 
Here he was trying to make his stand for freedom, justice, and liberty, 
and he was getting punked. Where the hell was everybody?

proof 



48    Making Sense of Marshall Ledbetter

Figure 8. The first note Marshall 
Ledbetter left for police during his 
occupation of the capitol building on 
June 14, 1991.

 Marshall once again had the capitol building all to himself. He 
cruised around the empty floors and corridors. His shorts and flip-
flops must have been holding him back, so he took them off. He found 
himself in front of room 403, the Office of the Sergeant at Arms (for 
the Florida Senate). The signage on the door appealed to Ledbetter. 
It was vaguely militaristic, just like his own name. He tried the door, 
which to his surprise was open. Apparently, a painting crew had left it 
unlocked the previous evening.11 Marshall walked in and made himself 
at home.
 Given the title of the office, Ledbetter might have been expecting to 
find considerable firepower inside the suite. He would be disappointed. 
Like his counterpart in the Florida House, the main job of the Sergeant 
at Arms for the Senate is to keep the wheels of Florida governance 
running smoothly. According to the Associated Press, “The Sergeant is, 

proof 



Capitol Showdown    49

officially, in charge of purchasing supplies and seeing to the security 
of the Senate. Unofficially, the clerks and sergeants in both the House 
and Senate ensure their own re-elections every two years by meet-
ing—anticipating—the creature comforts of 160 busy, demanding, 
ambitious people with all the human foibles that the rest of us enjoy.”12

 Ledbetter looked around the suite. There were two administrative 
offices and a small kitchen. Marshall decided to barricade the entrance. 
He shoved a leather couch behind the two large wooden doors to stop 
them from opening. Marshall went into the office of Wayne Todd, the 
actual sergeant at arms, and rooted around. He uncovered a box of 
Hav-a-Tampa cigars and a sizable stash of liquor bottles. Ledbetter 
removed the tops from all the liquor bottles.13 He went back into the 
other room and rifled through the desk of Todd’s office assistant, Julie 
Anderson. He ate her Captain’s Wafers and made coffee in the kitchen. 
He knocked over some of Anderson’s treasured African violets growing 
on the windowsill.14 Marshall went back to Todd’s office. He poured 
himself a glass of bourbon, lit a cigar, and waited for the police.proof 




