Fair vendor with Nazi flag speaks out
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BLOOMSBURG — As Lawrence Edward Betsinger prepared to pack up the Nazi flags and pins, and Confederate memorabilia from his stall at the Bloomsburg Fair, he claimed he had been set up.

The 72-year-old registered sex offender’s stand sparked a social media firestorm over the weekend after a picture of a swastika flag alongside a banner supporting presidential hopeful Donald Trump went viral.  
Betsinger, however, maintained someone manipulated stacks of flags outside his stand to make it appear they were on open display.

“Listen I’ve been out here for 45 years. I’ve been peddling pretty much the same s--t all that time. What happened?” Betsinger said. “I was set up, as far as I’m concerned.”

Betsinger said he is of German and Austrian descent and that he is “not real sure about the Holocaust.” He said he has never had much interest in whether his ancestral countrymen killed 6 million Jews.

“That’s not my thing. I sell the stuff, see. It’s a money thing. It’s not to promote a Nazi flag,” Betsinger said. “And the rebel flag, the (racial slur) get upset about that. ... They have no idea what the ... rebel flag is about. All they want to do is blah, blah, blah, reparation.”

The picture of the flag went viral after Facebook user Chloe Winters of Scranton posted that she was “shocked and appalled” by the display.

“This flag represents the brutal and horrific genocide of innocent people,” Winters wrote. “It stands for the hatred and destruction of a religion I feel blessed to be a part of. It’s 2016 and the world is still full of SO MUCH hate. When is it going to end? I’m sad to say that I’ll never go to the Bloomsburg Fair again, but it looks like I’m not wanted there anyway.”

Fair officials took prompt action after learning about the flag, going to the stand Monday morning to seize it and other offending materials, concessions clerk Barbara Belles said. Fair organizers recognize people’s right to express themselves and evaluate displays on an individual basis, she said. In this case, organizers responding to complaints determined the swastika crossed the line, she said.

“That’s too far,” Belles said.

Bloomsburg Fair President Paul Reichart issued a statement saying fair officials were initially unaware about the controversial merchandise and that they reached out to the vendor to remove it.

“Unfortunately, we have over 1,200 vendors on our fairgrounds and it’s difficult to monitor each one individually,” Reichart said. “Whenever someone brings something like this to our attention, we always discuss it with the vendor and take any steps to maintain a family-fun atmosphere at our fair.”

Belles said that officials intended to turn the materials back over to Betsinger when the fair concludes Saturday. But when The Citizens’ Voice found him outside his stand Monday afternoon, he said he had already gotten them back, along with a request to leave.

The fair’s head of police and parking, William Barratt, told him he was concerned for his safety, Betsinger said.

“The First Amendment rights doesn’t apply to old people,” he said as he prepared to close up shop.

Betsinger, who has previously operated at the fair, said he often sells between 30 and 40 “German history flags” for every U.S. flag to be sold. He identified himself as a U.S. Army veteran but said he wears a swastika pin alongside a rebel flag pin on his cap because of his business.

“That’s why I sell that flag,” he said, pulling a wad of cash from his pocket. “It’s money. I don’t see a flag. I see money.”

Public records show Betsinger is a registered sex offender since 2008, with a conviction for producing obscene sexual materials depicting a minor. He said he had no trouble operating at the fair with that in the past because “all they’re interested in is money.”

Pressed for more information about that case, Betsinger abruptly ended the interview.

“It was nothing as far as I’m concerned,” Betsinger said. “It still is nothing. I’m paying for it for the rest of my ... life. I’m done with it. So are you. You’re done.”

