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- Innocent

But
Dead

There is a long and’remarkable arti-
cle in the current New Yorker about a
man who was executed in Texas in 2004
for deliberately setting a fire that killed

his three small children. Rigorous scien- ~

tific analysis has since shown that there
was no evidence that the fire in a one-
story, wood frame house in Corsicanla
was the result of arsen, as the authori-
ties had alleged.

In other words, it was an accident. No
crime had occurred.

Cameron Todd Willingham, who re-
fused to accept a guilty plea that would
have spared his life, and who insisted
until his last painful breath that he was
innocent, had in fact been telling the
truth all along. .

It was inevitable that some case in
which a clearly innocent person had

been put to death would come to light. It

was far from inevitable that this case
would be the one. “I was extremely
skeptical in the beginning,” said the
New Yorker reporter, David Grann, who
began investigating the case last De-
cember. :

The fire broke out on the morning of
Dec. 23, 1991. Willingham was awakened

. by the cries of his 2-year-old daughter,
Amber. Also in the house were his year-
old twin girls, Karmon and Kameron.
The family was poor, and Willingham's
wife, Stacy, had gone out to pick up a
Christmas present for the children from
the Salvation Army.

Willingham said he tried to rescue the
kids but was driven back by smoke and
flames. At one point his hair caught fire.
As the heat intensified, the windows of
the children’s rooem exploded and
flames leapt out. Willingham, who was
23 at the time, had to be restrained and
eventually handcuffed as he tried again
to get into the room.

There was no reason to believe at
first that the fire was anything other
than a horrible accident. But fire in-
vestigators, moving slowly through the

A fatal Texas fire wasn’t
arson after all. Too late
for the accused.

ruined house, began seeing things (not
unlike someone viewing a Rorschach
pattern) that they interpreted as evi-
dence of arson.

They noticed deep charring at the
base of some of the walls and patterns
of so0t that made them suspicious. They
noticed what they felt were ominous
fracture patterns in pieces of broken
window glass. They had no motive, but
they were convinced the fire had been
set. And if it had been set, who else but’
Willingham would have set it?

With no real motive in sight, the local
district attorney, Pat Batchelor, was
quoted as saying, “The children were
interfering with his beer drinking and
dart throwing.” ‘

Willingham was  arrested
charged with capital murder.

When official suspicion fell on Wil-
lingham, eyewitness testimony began.
to change. Whereas initially he was de-
scribed by neighbors as screaming and
hysterical — “My babies are burning
up!” — and desperate to have the chil-
dren saved, he now was described as
behaving oddly, and not having made
enough of an effort to get to the girls.

And you- could almost have guaran-
teed that a jaithouse snitch would
emerge, They almost always do. This
thne his name was Johnny Webb, a
jumpy individual with a lengthy arrest
record who would iater admit to being
“mentally iimpaired” and on medication,
and who had started taking illegal drugs
at the age of 9.

The jury took barely an hour to return
a guilty verdict, and Willingham was
sentenced to death,

He remained on death row for 12
years, but it was only in the weeks lead-
ing up to his execution that convincing
scientific evidence of his innocence be-
gan to emerge, A renowned scientist
and arson investigator, Gerald Hurst,
educated at Cambridge and widely rec-
ognized as a brilliant chemist, reviewed
the evidence in the Willingham case
and began systematically knocking
down every indication of arson.

The authorities were unmoved. Wil-
lingham was executed by lethal injec-
tion on Feb. 17, 2004.

Now comes a report on the case from
another noted scientist, Craig Beyler,
who was hired by a special commission, -
established by the state of Texas to in-
vestigate errors and misconduct in the
handling of forensic evidence.,

The report is devastating, the kind of
disclosure that should send a tremor
through one’s conscience. There was
absolutely no scientific basis for de-
termining that the fire was arson, said
Beyler. No basis at all. He added that
the state fire marshal who investigated
the case and testified against Willing-
ham “seems to be wholly without any
realistic understanding of fires” He said
the marshal’s approach seemed to lack
“rational reasoning” and he likened it to
the practices “of mystics or psychics.”

Grann told me on Monday that when
he recently informed the jailhouse snitch,
Johnny Webb, that new scientific evi-
dence would show that the fire wasn’t ar-
son and that an innocent man had been.
killed, Webb seemed taken aback. “Noth-
ing can save me now” he said m
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