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Families of the Gondemned Tell Tha.lr Stories

Rachel King, Rutgars University Press

The crimes described In Rachel King's new book are
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heinous and heartbreaking, and she doesin’|
aftempt 10 discount the pain of the victims and
their families. What Capita! Consequences:
Families of the Condemned Tell Their Stories
roakes clear 15 that Lhere are more than enough
viciims o g0 arnurnd in any capital cage.

A sequel to her 2003 book, Doa't Kill in
Our Name: Families of Murder Viciims Speck
it Against tie Dearh Penalry, this new work
allows the families of convicted killers who
have been sentenced 10 death o tell their sto-
ries. In nine cases, including one in which an
innocent man was sent to death
row and later was exonerated by
DMA evidence, King gives the
parents, siblings, wives and
friends of the condernmned a
chanee o speak.

Mo gme here is trying 1o make
excuses for the crimes of a loved
one. The relatives of the killers
are ¢lear thal whal ther loved
ones have done i= wrong—and
often inexplicable. They grieve
for the victime and their Familics,
but they simply connol accepl
thisd the déath pemnalty, partic-
larly the way it is enforced in the
Linited States, is a punishment
the state should be in the business
of enforcing.

King selecls a variely of cases: a man mis-
takenly focused on by the police early in an
investigation who is sentenced to death in two
separele trials, only 1o be freed when sup-
presscd DNA evidence leads to the confession
ol lhe real killer; a case in which the tamily of
a schipophrenic had froitlessly sought help for
him and was ignored until he'd commitied o
gruesomee mass rnunder; an alcoholic who
killed hiz wife and father-in-law doring a
blackoul; a murder committed during a failed
drug deal; and another murder committed
during a failed robbery.

One of the cases detailed 1s that of Manny
Babbitt, a decorated Vietnam vetzran who
Killed a Sacramento grandmother while in the
grips of a posttraumatic flashback. Babbint
was torned in to the police by his brother, who
was lemificd-of what would happen if Babbilt
didn’t ger help; he was promised that the death
penalty woulda't be invoked, because of
Habbit's mental state, Instead, Babbilt was
sentenced to die; evidence his brother gave of
his mental stale was wied w help convict him.
In spite of the appeals of his family and veter-
ans groups, a5 well as evidence of his
dimimshed capacity due both to a childhood
head injury and the tranma he suffered in
YWietnarm, e was eacculed by the stale of

Calitornia in 1555,

Most of these convicied killers are not nice
pecple, we wouldn't necessarily want them out
walking around. Sull, their stories make a
stromg case that the death penalty is neither a
JUsL DO 2N APPrOpridle responsce,

For example, in the case of Fred Gilreath,
wha Killed his wife and father-in-law, none of
the victims” family members asked Tor the
death penzlty. In prison, he sohered up, became
religious and was a model prisoner, helping
other inmates for mare than 20 years. His chil
dren. Felicia and Chris, recongiled with him
and sought commutation of his sertence. Hy
the time the state of Georgia finally exeécored
him, he no longer was the unstable drunk who
had commilted the murders; instead, the state
“miade orphans’” of his children, m their words,

Hing's new book gives

the families of convicted
Ekillers who have boen
sentenced todeath a
chance totell their stories.

What is gained for the saie in such a silla-
tien? How did the death of Gilreath make
Georgia any safer? Even more disturbing is the
case of Ry Krome, who lwice was scnlenced
to die for a murder he did not commil.

Eing's colleclion of these stories makes
clear that the system of justice we have in
place cannot be trusted 1o make life-or-death
decisions; allhough a reasonable person would
not want Lthese Killers walking around Free,
killing them iz not a solorion we should be able
to live with.



