January 29, 2011

Check out this article about Greg Taylor, who spent 17 years in prison for crimes he did not commit: http://www.cnn.com/2011/CRIME/01/27/siu.rogue.justice.taylor/index.html.  Be sure to watch (and let others know) about the CNN investigative report airing tomorrow about Taylor and others. Details: Tomorrow on CNN: Forwarded from the North Carolina Center on Actual Innocence: CNN's Drew Griffin investigates the North Carolina state justice system where key blood test results have been withheld from trial. Greg Taylor's case is featured in the show. The broadcast will air this Sunday, January 30th at 8:00 P.M. and will re-air at 11:00 P.M. the same night.
Greg Taylor is a remarkable individual. I've had the opportunity to meet him a couple of times, and have spoken with him and his attorney about Rodney's case. They gave me recommendations, but, like others, said it's very difficult to find anyone in Alabama working on wrongful convictions. Greg is a really cool guy. He's taken the time to talk to me and genuinely seems happy to see me when we see one another. He tells me to keep Rodney's spirits up and to not give up hope. I cry every time after we meet. 

What this article doesn't say is that law enforcement was really trying to pin this murder on Greg's African American acquaintance- Johnny Beck.  Greg and Johnny Beck were together all night and he knew that Johnny Beck could not have committed the murder. Greg Taylor was offered all sorts of deals to prevent him from going to prison and to get him out early, but he refused them because he knew that he was innocent as well as Beck.  He paid the price for maintaining his innocence, 17 years in prison. The North Carolina Crime lab botched his case. It is a shame. Rodney Stanberry is also paying the price for being innocent. He could have gotten a deal if he said he committed the crimes.  The system punishes you even more if you're innocent. If the Prichard Police dept. hadn't botched the investigation, Rodney would have continued to live the middle-class life that his parents worked hard for.  Former Mobile DA John Tyson, Jr. was wrong for leaving office without working to free Rodney and Mobile DA Ashley Rich is wrong for ignoring this case.  The people in Mobile who do something about this would rather let an innocent man remain in prison than to sacrifice any political capital they've accumulated.  

Here’s a link to a letter to the editor I wrote following Taylor’s release: http://www.heraldsun.com/view/full_story/6411700/article-Feb--22--2010?instance=opinion_hs_letters
I’ve had the opportunity to meet Darryl Hunt (who spent 18 years in prison for crimes he did not commit). Greg Taylor, and Ronald Cotton (who spent 11 years in prison for crimes he did not commit. I’ve had the opportunity to talk with each of them about Rodney’s case.  These individuals are in North Carolina.  This week, I was at an event on our campus featuring Ronald Cotton and Jennifer Thompson-Cannino as they were discussing their book which can be found at this website: http://www.amazon.com/Thompsons-Cottons-Torneos-Picking-Cotton/dp/B0038CQZXS/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1296319588&sr=8-2.  I highly recommend that you read the book. Jennifer Thompson is the reason Cotton spent 11 years in prison. She identified him as being the person who raped her. She was 110 percent sure that it was him.  She was proven wrong by DNA evidence and instead of remaining quiet, she chose to become an advocate on behalf of those who were wrongfully accused, in spite of criticism from her family and community. She looked deep within her soul and said I was wrong and I want to correct this wrong.  Picking Cotton is a remarkable book written by Ronald Cotton and Jennifer Thompson-Cannino (and Erin Torneo) from the viewpoint of both.   3/4ths of those exonerated by DNA was wrongfully accused because of eyewitness (mis) identification. Rodney is in prison solely because of faulty eyewitness identification. That trumped all evidence pointing to his innocence, including a confession.  Ronald Cotton, an African American, said he believed he was targeted by law enforcement because he was known to date white women (Jennifer is white). Who Rodney chose to date was a likely factor in his case as well (based on actions and comments by the then Assistant DA and judge).   After speaking with Jennifer Thompson publicly and privately, she asked me to send her information about Rodney’s case. I did so that evening. I didn’t expect to hear from her because she said during our conversation that Alabama is such a touch place for innocent people incarcerated, but that she would read the material and then determine if there is more that she could do.  She is a person of her word. This morning she sent me an email about what she is working on and that I can expect to hear from her again soon.   It is messages like that that keeps us motivated. I sit by my computer all of the time sending out information about Rodney and when there is such a strong response, it serves as great motivation.  
I’ve been thinking a lot about what more we should be doing in the era of “new” leadership, and I have a lot of ideas. A lot of my ideas will require the assistance of people in Alabama, those on this Free Rodney Facebook page and those who will become members who reside in Alabama. There is an NAACP training convention  in Montgomery in March, for example, that I want to have a presence at with free Rodney Stanberry T-Shirts and flyers.  It has been like cutting teeth to get the Alabama State NAACP and the Mobile NAACP to even return a call about Rodney’s case. It is very frustrating.  Also, I want to step up contacts with local officials, many of whom have been contacted on numerous occasions about Rodney’s case. There is one in particular that I want to create mobilization around, meaning I want to find people in his/her district to call his/her office to discuss Rodney’s case and to let that person know that you are voting and will get others to vote in the next council race. In addition, I want to have a letter-writing campaign to Governor Bentley, but I want to engage churchgoers in Alabama in this campaign. Gov. Bentley has shown himself to be a man of face and conviction. I’m sure that if he were presented with information about Rodney’s case that he, unlike Tyson and Rich, won’t think solely about upholding the conviction at all costs. So I hope I can enlist churchgoers in Alabama to distribute the petition found on www.freerodneystanberry.com and send it to Alabama Governor Robert Bentley (note, I need to update the petition.) One of my professors from Howard said he’d be willing to distribute the petition there, but I also want to engage students at colleges in Alabama to do the same.  I’m hoping to spend the summer in Alabama this year to complete the draft of a book I’m writing about Rodney’s case, to locate potential host organizations for a fellowship I will apply for again that will enable me to set up an innocence project in Alabama, and to meet with officials and community groups around the state. I’m tired of this, all they have to do is to admit they were wrong, free Rodney and be done with it. But they- the powers that be- have no interests in addressing wrongful convictions. Mobile DA Ashley Rich has no interest in addressing wrongful convictions. When I wrote my proposal to start an innocence project in Alabama, this was included:





“Rapporteur Philip Alston visited Alabama and Texas because those are the two states with the largest number of people on death row, for Alabama, this represents the number on death row per capita. In his report, he stated that officials in Alabama seemed to be indifferent to evidence of innocence and bias. Specifically, he said the following:

 In Texas, there is at least significant recognition that reforms are needed. In Alabama, the situation remains highly problematic. Government officials seem strikingly indifferent to the risk of executing innocent people and have a range of standard responses, most of which are characterized by a refusal to engage with the facts. The reality is that the system is simply not designed to turn up cases of innocence, however compelling they might be. It is entirely possible that Alabama has already executed innocent people, but officials would rather deny than confront flaws in the criminal justice system. (http://eji.org/eji/files/06.30.08%20Alston%20Press%20Statement.pdf)
There is a need to address wrongful convictions in Alabama for both capital and non-capital cases.  This would help to restore a sense of faith in the system by communities disproportionately affected by wrongful convictions. There is a need to educate people about how to go about appealing a case, and post-conviction relief that may be available. It is also important to build a network of those impacted by wrongful convictions- the inmates and their families. Few understand that personally experiencing and having personal knowledge that a loved one was wrongfully convicted can be one the most difficult emotional and psychologically challenges faced by many. Few intimately understand what it is like to intimately live with the knowledge that someone is wrongfully convicted, which makes having a network of support very important.”

Please continue to be diligent, please continue to share information about Rodney’s case to anyone you think would be interested. Also, if you wrote to the Governor and/or DA at our request, please let me know if you’ve received a response.   Rodney’s father will be 77 next month and while his mother is recovering well, she is still in need of her son by her side.  You can make a difference.  
Thanks and Peace,

Artemesia Stanberry, Ph.D. 

(sorry about adding the Ph.D, those of you who know me know that I generally do not do that. But I have to begin utilizing my credentials.). 

I am available almost 24 hours a day, 7 days a week for the purpose of discussing Rodney’s case. So if you have any questions, comments, suggestions and so on, please send them. If you want to talk on the phone about it, send me a message and I’ll send you my number.  
