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The ‘Stringhean’ Murder Trial 

f we had been listening to WSM 
between 10:15 and 10:30 p.m. 
on Saturday, Nov. 10, 1973, we 

would have heard David “String- 
bean” Akeman’s final perform- 

ance on the Grand Ole Opry. Before 
midnight he and wife Estelle were 
dead — murdered upon return to their 
farmhouse in northwest Davidson 
County, Tenn. 

Motive? Stringbean was reared in 
Depression Kentucky and didn’t 
believe in banks. Word got around 
that he had some $20,000 cash at 

home from “Hee Haw” earnings. 

Here’s what happened. Cousins 
John and Doug Brown drove to the 
small Akeman dwelling while the 
owners were at the Opry. They didn’t 
realize that they had triggered String- 
bean’s “burglar system,” a length of 
fishing line he had stretched across the 
driveway. They ransacked the house 
looking for the rumored cash. Finding 
none, they lay in wait. 

At around 11:30 p.m., Stringbean 

and Estelle returned and noticed the 
broken fishing line. Stringbean put ~ 
down his banjo case on the porch, 
drew a pistol and entered the darkened 
house. He fired toward a human form 
(Doug Brown), a struggle ensued, and 
John Brown killed him with a single 
fatal shot. Then John chased the 
screaming Estelle across the yard, 
felled her with one shot, and then 
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pumped two more into her as she 
begged for life. The killer was later 
quoted: “I didn’t mind shooting 
Stringbean, but I kinda hated shooting 
his wife.” Please ... 

Grandpa Jones, Stringbean’s best 

friend and neighbor, discovered the 

bodies early the next morning. Suspi- 
cion quickly focused on the Brown 
boys, largely because Doug ran his 
mouth to a coworker at American 
Marine. After they were jailed and 

  

Stringbean and Estelle Akeman, 
taken in Kansas City, Kan. 1962. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF CouNTRY Music HALL OF 
FaME® AND Museum 

charged with murder, each gave self- 
serving confessions that blamed the 
other cousin. These statements were 

published in the newspaper. 
The trial of State v. Brown opened 

on Oct. 28, 1974. Judge Allen Cor- 
nelius presided, General Tom Shriver 

prosecuted, Arnold Peebles defended 
John Brown, and Joe Binkley Sr. 
defended Doug Brown. For constitu- 
tional reasons the death penalty was 
not available as punishment.! 

On Nov. 2 the jury returned dou- 

ble guilty verdicts against each defen- 
dant. The court ordered the 99-year 
sentences to run consecutively. Doug 
died at Brushy Mountain in 2003; 
John remains imprisoned at Nashville. 

Where was the $20,000 cache of 

cash? Lt. Tommy Jacobs, one of the 

lead investigators,? told me that in late 

1996 he was alerted by the then- 
occupant of the farmhouse to drive out 
for a look-see at “confetti” falling from 
the chimney in the fireplace. During 
two decades mice had used the hidden 
treasure trove as building material! 

One final fact I owe to Steve Gib- 
son of the Wilson County Bar, whose 

father Curt Gibson was Stringbean’s 
guitar player at the Opry. After the 
final show that fatal Saturday evening, 
Stringbean and Mr. Gibson went back- 
stage alone to sing the old hymn, 

(Continued on page 26) 
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“| didn't mind 
shooting 

Stringbean, but 
| kinda hated 

shooting 
his wife.” 

  

  
ABOVE: Murderer John 

Brown on “perp” walk with 
Detective Tommy Jacobs, left, 
and Sherman Nickens, right. 

PHOTO COURTESY THE TENNESSEAN. 

  

RIGHT: Farmhouse where the 

Akemans were murdered. 
PHoTo By DON PAINE 

  

  

Stringbean Akeman performs at the Grand Ole Opry on 
ee . the stage of the Ryman Auditorium, Nov. 2, 1973. He 

aye “We 7 and his wife were murdered after his Opry performance m5 

just eight days later. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF CounTRY Music HALL OF FaMeE® AND MuseEUM 
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Discover These Great 

TBA BENEFITS 
For You and Your Firm 

As a member of the Tennessee 
Bar Association, you have access 
to a wealth of member benefits, 
ranging from great rates on insur- 
ance to discounts on legal research 
and overnight package delivery. 
Here’s a sample of what you can 
expect with your membership. 

LIABILITY INSURANCE AND MORE 
The TBA sponsors a select number 
of insurance programs for you 
and your firm’s financial security. 
Auto insurance from GEICO 
is also available. 

LEGAL RESEARCH FROM LEXISNEXIS™ 
Flexible research and savings 
on services for lawyers from 
LexisNexis ™ 

DISCOUNTS AT OFFICE DEPOT 
When TBA members sign up for 
this program, they will receive 
pricing as if they were a large vol- 
ume purchaser. In addition, Office 
Depot is offering ordering by fax, 
phone, the internet or in person at 
an Office Depot location and free 
next-day delivery. Find out more at 
http://www.tba.org/tbinfo/main.html 

TRAVEL SERVICES 
Visit the TBAs online travel center 

for one-stop travel shopping. 

CONFERENCING MADE SIMPLE 
Information Logistics helps 
make conference calls and web 
conferencing affordable for all 
TBA members. 

SERVICES TO HELP YOUR PRACTICE 
TnBar Management Services 
provides members practical 
information on law office 
management issues. 

DONT ON MN OMN TT Cae M eT eR AST 

MVE era AeA E IMO mene Ca 

Megan Rizzo, our membership coordinator, by phone 
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Hillbilly Homicides 
(Continued on page 20) 

“Lord, ’m Coming Home”: 

I’ve wandered far away from God 
Now I’m coming home. 
The paths of sin too long I’ve trod. 
Lord, I’m coming home. 

Coming home, coming home 

Never more to roam. 

Open wide thine arms of love. 
Lord, [’m coming home. 

Thirty minutes later, Stringbean 
and Estelle Akeman came home. May 
their souls rest in peace. 

  

Notes 
1. See the appendix in Miller v. State, 

584 S.W.2d 758 at 762 (Tenn. 1979). 

2. Lt. Jacobs is now retired from the Metro 
force. He is a tenacious detective who always 
gets his man. You can hire him through his 
private company in Nashville, The Jacobs 
Group, by calling (615) 367-3659. 

Donald F. Paine is a past president of the 
Tennessee Bar Association and is of 

counsel to the Knoxville firm of Paine, 
Tarwater, Bickers, and Tillman LLP. He 

lectures for the Tennessee Law Institute, 
BAR/BRI Bar Review, Tennessee Judicial 
Conference, and University of Tennessee 
College of Law. He is reporter to the 
Supreme Court Advisory Commission on 
Rules of Practice and Procedure. 

(Continued on page 25) 

whether a party has made a promise, the 
resulting commitment cannot be unen- 

forceably vague or ambiguous. The Ten- 
nessee Court of Appeals followed this 
view in Amacher v. Brown-Forman Cor- 
poration. In Amacher, the Jack Daniels 

Distillery promised some Moore County, 
Tennessee, cattle farmers that if they 

took substantial action and made such 
expenditures as were necessary for 
approved cattle feeding sites as Jack 
Daniels directed, then the farmers would 

have a continuing supply of stillage for 
their cattle. The Amacher court found 
the promise unenforceable based on 
vagueness; the promise was missing 

essential details on quantities of stillage, 
duration. of the arrangement, and the 

price. Accordingly, the Tennessee Court 
of Appeals found no injustice in refusing 
to enforce the promise. Amacher, 826 
S.W.2d at 482. 

Conclusion 
Promissory estoppel is a valuable 

remedy for compensating a plaintiff who 
reasonably relies to his detriment on the 

gratuitous promise or representation of 

another party, and where justice requires 
compensation for the breach. This arti- 
cle has given examples of where the 
courts have accepted or rejected promis- 

sory estoppel. It also has summarized the 

key principles in Tennessee so that prac- 
titioners may better represent their 
clients in these cases. “ 

  

  

opinions 
Feldman personal 

Steven W. Feldman is an attorney-advisor for the 
U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center in 
Huntsville, Ala. He received his bachelor’s degree 
from SUNY at Stony Book, his law degree from 
Vanderbilt University. He is the author of Govern- 
ment Contract Awards: Negotiation and Sealed 
Bidding (Thomson/West 1994 & Supp. 2003). The 

expressed in this article are solely the 
views of the author and do not express 

the positions of the Department of the Army or of the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers. 
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