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INTRODUCTION: A TALE THAT BLURS THE LINE
BETWEEN FACT AND FICTION

Few  stories  have  captured  the  public  imagination  quite  like
Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.  John Berendt’s
1994 non-fiction book and the subsequent 1997 film directed by
Clint  Eastwood  introduced  millions  to  the  haunting  beauty,
eccentric  characters,  and  dark  undercurrents  of  Savannah,
Georgia.  At  the heart  of  this  cultural  phenomenon lies a real
murder  case,  a  trial  that  transfixed  a  city,  and  a  cast  of
characters so vivid they seem invented. But the Midnight in the
Garden of Good and Evil true story is rooted in actual events,
real people, and a legal saga that raised questions about justice,
class, and sexuality in the American South. Understanding the
truth behind the pages reveals a narrative even more complex
than the bestseller.
The book’s central event is the shooting death of Danny Hansford
by prominent antiques dealer Jim Williams inside his mansion,
Mercer House, on the morning of May 2, 1981. Williams was tried
four  times  for  the  murder,  with  the  first  three  trials  ending  in
mistrials or a conviction that was later overturned. The fourth
trial  resulted in an acquittal.  While Berendt’s book presents a
compelling  version  of  these  events,  the  original  case  offers  an
even  richer  tapestry  of  legal  strategy,  social  dynamics,  and
personal tragedy. This article delves deep into the Midnight in
the Garden of Good and Evil true story, separating fact from
dramatic  license  and  exploring  why  this  case  continues  to
resonate.

THE REAL-LIFE MURDER CASE BEHIND THE STORY

The killing of Danny Hansford on that May morning was not a
random act of violence but the culmination of a turbulent, often
volatile  relationship.  Jim  Williams,  a  man  of  taste  and
sophistication, had been involved with Hansford, a much younger
man with a troubled past. According to Williams, Hansford arrived
at  Mercer  House in  an agitated state,  made threats,  and fired a
shot with a pistol. Williams claimed he then retrieved his own gun
and  shot  Hansford  in  self-defense  as  Hansford  prepared  to  fire
again.  The  police,  however,  found  little  evidence  to  support
Williams’s version of events. Hansford had been shot in the back,
and the positioning of the bodies suggested a different scenario.
The Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil true story is,
at its core, a legal thriller. The prosecution argued that Williams,
tired of his volatile relationship with Hansford and facing financial
and emotional strain, had killed the young man in cold blood. The
defense, led by the renowned attorney Sonny Seiler, painted a
picture  of  a  desperate  man  fighting  for  his  life  against  an
aggressor. The case became a media sensation, not only because
of the lurid details but because Williams was a pillar of Savannah
society. He was a man who had restored historic homes, advised
museums, and mingled with the elite. The trial forced Savannah
to confront its own hierarchies and prejudices.

JIM WILLIAMS: THE MAN AT THE CENTER

The High-Society Antiques
Dealer
James  Arthur  Williams  was  a  self-made  man  who  rose  from
modest beginnings to become one of Savannah’s most influential
figures. Born in 1930 in Gordon, Georgia, he developed an early
passion for antiques and historic preservation. By the 1970s, he
had restored several landmark buildings in Savannah, including
the iconic Mercer House on Monterey Square. His eye for beauty
and his relentless ambition made him a tastemaker, but they also
earned him enemies. Some viewed him as an outsider, a man
who used his wealth to buy his way into a closed society. Others
saw  him  as  a  visionary  who  saved  Savannah’s  architectural
heritage from decay.

Legal Battles and Public
Perception
Williams’s first trial for the murder of Danny Hansford ended in a
mistrial when a juror accepted a bribe. The second trial resulted
in a conviction,  and Williams was sentenced to life in prison.
However, the Georgia Supreme Court overturned the conviction,
citing errors in the judge’s instructions to the jury. The third trial
ended in another mistrial. Finally, in 1989, after eight years of
legal battles, a fourth trial resulted in an acquittal. Throughout
this ordeal, Williams maintained his innocence, insisting that the
shooting  was  self-defense.  The  Midnight  in  the Garden of
Good and Evil true story captures the toll this process took on
Williams, but the book also romanticizes his character. In reality,
Williams  was  a  complex,  sometimes  ruthless  man,  whose
relationships  were  often  transactional.  He  died  in  1990,  just
months after his final acquittal, from a heart attack.

DANNY HANSFORD: THE VICTIM

A Troubled Young Man
Danny  Hansford  was  21  years  old  when  he  died.  He  had  a
criminal  record  that  included  charges  of  burglary,  theft,  and
assault. He was known to have a violent temper and a history of
drug and alcohol abuse. Yet, those who knew him described a
charismatic,  vulnerable  young  man  who  craved  stability  and
affection.  His  relationship  with  Jim  Williams  was  intensely
passionate  but  also  destructive.  Neighbors  reported  hearing
violent arguments from Mercer House, and Williams himself had
previously  called  the  police  to  intervene  in  disputes  with
Hansford. The Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil true
story  presents  Hansford  as  a  volatile  figure,  but  some  close  to
the case argue that he was also a victim of his own demons and
of a man who held power over him.

The Conflicting Narratives
Trial  testimony  revealed  a  deeply  complicated  relationship.
Williams’s  legal  team  worked  to  portray  Hansford  as  the
aggressor, highlighting his violent past and his threats against
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Williams.  The  prosecution,  however,  argued  that  Williams
manipulated  Hansford,  using  his  wealth  and influence to  control
him. The truth, as is often the case, likely lies in a gray area.
What is clear is that Danny Hansford’s death was a tragedy, a
wasted life cut short by violence. The Midnight in the Garden
of  Good  and  Evil  true  story  sometimes  glosses  over  the
human cost of the murder, focusing more on the spectacle of the
trial and the eccentricities of Savannah’s elite. But for those who
loved Hansford, the case remains a painful, unresolved chapter.

THE TRIAL THAT CAPTIVATED SAVANNAH

The trials of Jim Williams were among the most closely watched
legal proceedings in Georgia history. The first trial, in 1982, drew
packed  courtrooms  and  national  media  attention.  The  key
question was whether Williams had acted in self-defense. The
defense presented evidence that Hansford had a violent temper
and had threatened Williams on multiple occasions. They also
argued that the positioning of Hansford’s body was consistent
with a self-defense scenario, though this was hotly contested.
The prosecution,  led by District  Attorney Spencer  Lawton,  Jr.,
presented forensic evidence suggesting that Hansford had been
shot while walking away from Williams.
The trials also exposed the class and social divides of Savannah.
Williams was wealthy, white, and well-connected. Hansford was
poor, volatile, and often in trouble with the law. Many observers
believed  that  Williams’s  wealth  and  status  played  a  significant
role in his eventual acquittal. The Midnight in the Garden of
Good and Evil true story acknowledges this dynamic but also
shows how the city’s old-guard aristocracy closed ranks around
one of their own. The fourth trial, which resulted in an acquittal,
relied  heavily  on  a  new  self-defense  argument  that  placed
Williams and Hansford in a different physical position at the time
of the shooting.

THE ROLE OF THE SOUTHERN GOTHIC SETTING

Savannah itself is a character in the Midnight in the Garden of
Good and Evil  true story.  The city’s  moss-draped squares,
historic mansions, and deep-rooted traditions provided a perfect
backdrop for a tale of murder and secrets. Berendt masterfully
wove the city’s atmosphere into his narrative, making the setting
almost as important as the characters. In reality, Savannah in the
1980s was a city in transition. It was trying to balance its historic
preservation ethos with the demands of modernity. The trial of
Jim Williams became a mirror for the city’s own struggles with
race, class, and sexuality.
The term "Southern Gothic" applies perfectly here.  The genre
often  explores  the  dark  underbelly  of  the  American  South,
exploring themes of decay, violence, and the supernatural. The
Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil true story contains
all of these elements. From the ghost stories that swirl around
Mercer  House  to  the  eccentric  characters  like  the  voodoo
priestess  Minerva,  the  book  and  film draw on  a  rich  tradition  of
Southern storytelling. But the real history of Savannah is even
more layered, with a complex racial and social history that the
book only touches on.

KEY CHARACTERS BASED ON REAL PEOPLE

The Lady Chablis: A Drag

Queen Icon
One  of  the  most  memorable  figures  in  the  book  is  The  Lady
Chablis, a black transgender drag queen who became a friend
and confidante to Jim Williams. In the Midnight in the Garden
of Good and Evil true story, The Lady Chablis is portrayed as a
vibrant,  outspoken,  and fiercely independent woman. She was a
real person, a popular performer at Savannah’s Club One, and
her inclusion in the narrative added a layer of color and defiance
to the story. Her flamboyant personality and sharp wit provided a
counterbalance  to  the  more  staid  and  proper  members  of
Savannah society.

Sonny Seiler: The Defense
Attorney
Sonny Seiler was one of Savannah’s most prominent attorneys.
He was a man of impeccable credentials—a former football player
at the University of Georgia, a successful lawyer, and a close
friend of the city’s elite. His role in the Midnight in the Garden
of  Good and Evil  true story  is  central.  It  was  Seiler  who
masterfully navigated the four trials, adapting his strategy with
each  attempt.  He  often  relied  on  themes  of  honor  and  self-
defense, appealing to a jury that might have been sympathetic to
a  man protecting  his  home and his  reputation.  Seiler’s  quiet
charisma  and  unwavering  confidence  were  key  to  Williams’s
eventual  acquittal.

Minerva: The Voodoo
Priestess
The character of Minerva in the book is based on a real woman
named  Valerie  Boles,  a  practitioner  of  hoodoo  who  lived  in
Savannah.  In  the  narrative,  she  performs  rituals  and  offers
spiritual  guidance,  including the famous "garden of  good and
evil"  grave-dirt  spell.  While  the Midnight in the Garden of
Good and Evil true story dramatizes her role, the real Boles
was  indeed  a  respected  spiritual  figure  in  certain  circles.  Her
presence in the story adds an element of mysticism and local
folklore, reminding readers that Savannah’s history includes not
just grand homes and high society, but also deep-rooted African
American spiritual traditions.

HOW THE BOOK AND FILM DIFFER FROM THE TRUE
STORY

Creative Liberties in the
Narrative
John Berendt always maintained that he intended to write a non-
fiction  novel,  a  genre  that  allows  for  the  blending  of  factual
events with narrative techniques. The Midnight in the Garden
of Good and Evil true story is, for the most part, accurately
rendered, but there are notable differences. Berendt compresses
the  timeline  of  events  and  invents  some  conversations  for
dramatic  effect.  He  also  positions  himself  as  a  character  in  the
story, an outsider who arrives in Savannah and slowly uncovers
the  city’s  secrets.  In  reality,  Berendt  visited  Savannah  many
times during the trials and interviews, but his narrative presence
is more of a construct.
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Film Adaptations and
Omissions
Clint  Eastwood’s  film  adaptation,  starring  Kevin  Spacey  as  Jim
Williams,  takes  even  more  liberties.  The  film simplifies  the  plot,
reduces the number of trials, and downplays some of the more

complex  social  issues.  The  Lady  Chablis  appears  in  the  film  as
herself,  but  her  role is  minimized.  The film also ends on a more
romanticized  note  than  the  book,  suggesting  a  kind  of
redemption that the real Williams may not have achieved. For
fans of the Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil true
story,  both  the  book  and  the  film  are  valuable  interpretations,
but neither captures the full, messy reality of the case.

THE LEGACY OF THE CASE


