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Trafi cant made this statement: “I 
don’t care if you ever like me, but 
one day you’ll respect me.”

To which this writer replied, 
“Congressman, respect is earned.”

James A. Trafi cant Jr. will go to 
his grave knowing that the think-
ing people of the Mahoning Valley 
have no respect for him.

His family and friends will love 
him, the usual hangers-on will 
urge him to keep fi ghting his en-
emies, real and imagined, and he 
may even hear a voice or two of 
reason.

But the words, “I respect you, 
Jim,” will not be spoken to him. 
Not by people whose opinions 
matter.

And that is the fi nal chapter of 
the saga of one of the most bril-
liant politicians in the history of 
this region.

Trafi cant, who was released 
from the federal penitentia-
ry today after seven years and a 
month, will forever be the mem-
ber of Congress who fell from po-
litical grace, the man who used his 
public position for personal gain, 
the folk hero who so blinded res-
idents that even a conviction by a 
jury in federal court on 10 crimi-
nal counts was not proof enough 
of guilt.

Three decades ago, when 
Trafi cant was the head of the anti-
drug program in Mahoning County 
and visited high schools, he would 
warn students of the dangers of 
drug and alcohol use and offer this 
advice: Don’t indulge in destruc-
tive behavior.

If only he had remembered 
that admonition when he went 
to Congress in 1985 after de-
feating Republican incum-
bent Lyle Williams. Trafi cant’s 
1984 campaign for the House of 
Representatives was born on the 
day the year before that a jury 
in federal court in Cleveland re-
turned a not guilty verdict against 
him.

The then-sheriff of Mahoning 
County had successfully defend-
ed himself against federal criminal 
charges of racketeering, brib-
ery and tax evasion. He was ac-
cused by the government of taking 
bribes from organized crime fi g-
ures during his race for sheriff. The 
jury bought his explanation that 
he took the money from the mob-
sters to keep it from being given to 
his opponents.

With that incomprehensible 
court victory, he became Sheriff 
Buford Pusser, the main character 
in the hit movie, “Walking Tall.” 
His life began to imitate someone 
else’s art.

When he launched his campaign 
for Congress, he became Rocky 
Balboa, and the movie’s theme 
song, “Eye of the Tiger,” was the 
rallying cry for his supporters.

Thus began the journey of his 
destruction. He took to heart the 
praise from his growing legions of 
supporters, hangers-on and yes-
men.

Trafi cant’s win over Williams es-
tablished his credentials as one of 
the most naturally talented poli-
ticians in this region. He went to 
Washington with all the prom-
ise of a long and fruitful career 
— similar to that of the Valley’s 
most famous member of Congress, 
Michael Kirwan.

But there was one difference: 
Trafi cant had a huge target on his 
back — as a result of his embar-
rassing the FBI, the IRS, and the 
U.S. Justice Department with his 
implausible victory in his 1983 
criminal trial.

Despite that, his behavior on 
Capitol Hill suggested that he be-
lieved he was indestructible.

While his legislative record was 
more fl uff than substance, he did 
deliver federal dollars and other 
assistance to his congressional 
district.

However, that seemed to be the 
sidebar of his career. He wanted to 
be in a spotlight, but did not want 
to do the heavy lifting that is the 
mark of an accomplished legisla-
tor. Instead, he played the court 
jester. The way he dressed, the 
speeches he gave on the fl oor of 
the House, the issues that he em-
braced and even his presiden-
tial campaign bespoke a desire to 
stand out in the crowd.

He went after the federal gov-
ernment with a vengeance, but 
there was just one problem: He 
was arrogant in his belief that he 
was untouchable, and so he played 
fast and loose with the law.

Trafi cant could not walk the 
straight and narrow, and that was 
his undoing.

Thus, he returns home a con-
victed felon who served time in 
the federal penitentiary. And when 
all the press attention dies down, 
and when his friends and support-
ers have had their fi ll of him, he 
will be left to wonder where he 
would be today had he not been so 
self-destructive.
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The former jury forewoman 
remembers the former 
congressman as ‘an 
arrogant person.’

By DAVID SKOLNICK
VINDICATOR POLITICS WRITER

YOUNGSTOWN — More than 
seven years since she served as 
forewoman on the jury that found 
ex-U.S. Rep. James A. Trafi cant Jr. 
guilty of 10 felony counts, Helen 
J. Knipp remains convinced the 
12-member panel made the right 
decision. 

Looking back on the 10-week 
trial that ended April 11, 2002, 
Knipp of Mansf ield said: “No 
doubt he was guilty. The evidence 
showed that pretty plainly. He got 
the sentence he deserved.”

The jury deliberated about 25 
hours over four days before fi nd-
ing Trafi cant guilty of all charges 
against him, including racketeer-
ing, bribery, obstruction of justice 
and tax evasion.

Knipp said she’s surprised that 
more than seven years has passed 
since the trial ended.

Trafi cant is to be released from 
federal prison today.

Knipp doesn’t have fond mem-
ories of Trafi cant, calling him “an 
arrogant person.”

Seven years ago, Knipp told The 
Vindicator shortly after the verdict 
was read: “There were times when 
[Traficant] felt he was smarter 
than us; that he was a congress-

man and he was above it all and 
we were not. He was trying to 
confuse us, and he didn’t do it.”

Traf icant severely damaged 
his case by insisting he defend 
himself, Knipp recently told the 
newspaper.

“I thought he got a pretty fair 
deal,” she recently said. “He’s for-
tunate he’s [going] to be a free 
man. It could have been a longer 
sentence.”

At the time of the trial, Knipp 
was a 62-year-old married ca-
shier. Her husband, who has since 
passed away, was a truck driver. 
Trafi cant often referred to himself 
as “the son of a truck driver” as a 
way to relate to regular people.

Knipp, now 69, is retired.
As far as putting 10 weeks of her 

life on hold to serve on the Traf-
icant jury, Knipp said: “It didn’t 
put a strain on me. It was some-
thing I’d do again. To me, it was a 
learning experience. Anyone with 

that opportunity should make 
the most of it. To me, it was a 
privilege.”

Trafi cant was sentenced to eight 
years in prison. Traficant’s sen-
tence was reduced to a little over 
seven years and one month be-
cause of good behavior.

Paul Marcone, Traficant’s for-
mer congressional chief of staff, 
said his ex-boss’ insistence that he 
defend himself added years to his 
sentence.

“The tragedy of his case was if 
he had a good lawyer, he would 
have been out sooner,” Marcone 
said. “It was a tragedy he went to 
jail as long as he did. I’m glad he’s 
getting out.”

Traf icant ’s  jur y found him 
guilty of all 10 felony charges fi led 
against him.

The jury convicted Trafi cant for 
accepting free labor — signifi cant-
ly reduced costs in some cases — 
and materials for his family farm 

in Green Township from several 
contractors in exchange for con-
gressional favors. 

Traficant was found guilty of 
accepting money, free repairs to 
and equipment for a houseboat he 
used to own in Washington, D.C., 
from J.J. Cafaro, a prominent local 
businessman, in return for helping 
to promote technology developed 
by a Cafaro-owned company to 
the federal government. Cafaro’s 
company eventually purchased 
the boat from Trafi cant.

The former congressman was 
convicted for requiring staff mem-
bers to work at the farm and on 
the houseboat on government 
time.

He was also convicted of requir-
ing some staff members to kick 
back part of their salary to him as 
well as fi ling false tax returns in 
1998 and 1999.

skolnick@vindy.com

Juror remembers: ‘No doubt he was guilty’

I thought 
he got a 

pretty fair deal. 
He’s fortunate 
he’s [going] to 
be a free man. It 
could have been a 
longer sentence.”

HELEN J. KNIPP
Forewoman on 

Trafi cant’s 2002 jury 

Vindicator fi le photo

2002 JURY: Jeri Zimmerman of Mentor, Helen J. Knipp of Mansfi eld and Jill Kibler of Euclid talk with the media after 
the 2002 Trafi cant trial.
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