From David R. Dow and Mark Dow, Eds., Machinery of Death: The Reality of America’s Death Penalty Regime (Routledge 2002) 

"The Line Between Us and Them": Interview with Warden Donald Cabana 

by Mark Dow

Donald A. Cabana is the author of Death at Midnight: The Confession of an Executioner (Northeastern University Press, 1996), in which he recounts his role in the executions of Edward Earl Johnson and Connie Ray Evans.  Cabana's  career in corrections began with a student internship at the Massachusetts Correctional Institution at Bridgewater, the "hospital for the criminally insane" which became the subject of Frederick Wiseman's long-banned verité documentary Titicut Follies. He  went on to become warden of the Missouri State Penitentiary and of the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman, where Johnson and Evans were killed.

Cabana teaches in the Department of Criminal Justice at the University of Southern Mississippi at Hattiesburg.  On the morning I visited his corrections class, he walked in, took attendance, and began preaching.  Before moving on to the day's lecture topic (the history of county jails), he read his students an article from the previous day's paper about Jerry Townsend, a retarded man who spent twenty-two years in a Florida prison before DNA evidence exonerated him.  "Jeb Bush would say it proves the system works," Cabana told his class, holding up the paper with its small photo of the forty-nine-year-old Townsend. "Tell that to him."

After class, we spoke in Cabana's office.  This is an edited transcript of that conversation.

The Shoes She Walked In

In this book, readers can see the backgrounds of several prisoners by way of "mitigating evidence"  presented by their attorneys.  Can you tell us about your family and how you got onto the path that you're on?

What little I know about my biological parents is that my father was an Italian immigrant, and my mother was probably the same.  She was a very colorful person, apparently. She had, I think, ten children -- the last two born while she was in prison. She was a heroin addict, a hooker, convicted of armed robbery, doing time in New Jersey. She did a lot of other time for checks and stuff like that.  She was an interesting person, but I never wanted to know anything about her when I was growing up.  I knew I had siblings, but I didn’t know anything about them. My parents took care of me since I was placed in foster care when I was six months old, but it took nine years for them to adopt me because my mother was always on the run and couldn’t be found, or else she wouldn’t agree to terminate her parental rights. All of us were removed from her custody. 


 I was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, which is a nasty old former mill town, in 1945, literally in one of those typical Northeastern, large city rowhouses. I was one of the younger ones, so I heard things from the the others -- they have lots of recollections, and they have a lot of things to deal with in terms of baggage.  They watched the johns being brought home, and they watched the heroin been cooked and shot up, they put up with the sexual abuse from both her and the johns.  


At some point -- and this sounds like it was almost Dickensonian -- it was in the winter time, and my sister had no socks, so she put on a pair of shoes that didn’t fit, and she tromped through the snow to a neighborhood tavern.  She went in and asked the tavern owner if he would give her some milk because I was crying constantly, hadn’t been fed in three days.  So the tavern owner called the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, and they in turn contacted -- I don’t know what they called it then -- something like the  Massachusetts Division of Child Guardianship -- and they came to investigate and removed all of us.  They proceeded to start terminating parental rights. I was the only one that was ever adopted. All the others lived in foster care, except my sister -- when we were split up, she was put in a state-run orphanage where she remained until she was twenty-one or twenty-two.


My freshman year in college -- I was going to Northeastern University in Boston -- I cut a class one afternoon and hopped on the subway downtown to the state headquarters of the welfare department.  As luck would have it, the lady who had been my case-worker for the nine years that my parents had me in foster care was working there in an administrative position. In the course of the conversation, she said, once you find one of your siblings, I think you are going to find most all of them.  It may get down to whether you want to find the youngest one, whose name is Joseph, because that may mean having to have contact with your biological mother, because he may still be with her.  How would you feel about that?  I said, well, I don’t have any desire to see my mother. She had ten kids, she abandoned each and every one of them. And she said, I can understand that, but I knew your mother better than anybody else probably.  Let me tell you a strange thing.


She said, I am not Catholic, but I know a little about the Catholic religion.  I know infant baptism is terribly important in the Catholic religion. She said, when you all were physically removed from that house and put into foster care, she was entitled to a hearing. So I go to serve the papers which notified her that the hearing to terminate her parental rights was going to be on a date three weeks later.  In that three week time period, she called and asked for permission to have you brought from the foster home so she could take you to Immaculate Conception church in Lowell to have you baptized.  The case-worker said, I wondered about that over the years.  Here’s a woman who’s a prostitute, a pretty tough broad -- a convicted felon, heroin addict, well-known to the police --  as amoral an individual as you could ask for, and yet she made sure that you were baptized.  And she said, you know as we research the records, every one of you had been baptized.   Over the years I have thought that maybe that was the only gift she had to give you, other than life itself.  If that’s the case, then it seems to me she gave you the two most important gifts there are, and perhaps you might not ought to be quite so judgmental until you know a little bit more about the shoes she walked in. 


It turned out I did have the opportunity to meet her and I elected not to.  I just couldn’t bring myself to meet her.  She passed away in the mid-70’s, and I have had regrets since then that I did not meet her, because I think I would like to have looked her in the eye and asked her why.  But my siblings assure me that she wouldn’t have had an answer, and that she might not have even wanted to see me or talk to me.  


She was colorful to the very end,  When I was running Parchman, I had a good friend in the New Jersey prison system who did some digging.  She had spent some time there in the late 40’s up through the 50’s.  He said, man oh man, I tell you one thing, she was a tough broad even inside the joint.  She spent a lot of time in segregation, you know, she was assaultive and stuff.  


So I was extremely fortunate in the sense that I avoided what my older brothers and sisters could not avoid.  They have the emotional baggage and scars that I don’t have.  


My parents adopted me, and I grew up in a solid, dirt-poor, working-class family. There were seven of us kids.  My father was a textile mill foreman, and after supper, in order to make more money, he ran a Texaco service station. Did what he had to do. We were not rich.  We were pretty rich in love, though. We were a very close family.  The Catholic religion had a big part in that.  My parents did a remarkable job.  My father was proof that there are still genuine heroes in America.  His parents immigrated from Quebec, first  to Rhode Island and then to Massachusetts, to follow the textile industry.  My grandfather was foreman of the textile mill before my daddy.  They had eleven boys, and they all worked in the mill.  The only thing that interrupted that was World War II.  None of them ever finished school.  My grandfather let them go through the fifth grade, then they had to go to work.  And the northern mill town was was very much like the southern plantation. I mean my father grew up in a company mill house. When he and mama first got married, they lived in a company house and shopped at the company store.  And as the song says, the company literally owned their souls.  


There was no question that my father was the product of the tail-end of the industrial revolution.  Kids worked in factories.  My grandfather was a stern, unloving kind of disciplinarian -- which surprisingly made my father the most gentle human being you could ask for.  It would pain him to raise a had to his children.  And he would never talk about his own childhood, which I always found sad.  He was a strong person, and he felt very strongly that you ought to be involved in government stuff.  He  would have been very comfortable as a revolutionary. He was a voracious reader, and that replaced his formal education. He used to tell me, folks try to make this business so complex, but there are only two kinds of people. There are leaders, and there are followers.  You've got to know which kind of person you are, and then do the best at it you can.  


He insisted that I go to college.  I was the first one in the family to go to college. He wasn’t going to have me working in the mill or working at General Motors like my brothers.  I could make more money, frankly, working on the line at General Motors with a high school diploma, but that wasn’t the point to daddy.  I was going to have an education, and my parents gave me the foundation that you see has served me well.  And so it turns out rough beginnings allowed me to have a really great childhood.  Good childhood.

The Ultimate Respect

In your book, you mention being accused of having ice in your veins, of being a stern disciplinarian. You also tell the story of how at Parchman you were once accused of being a "nigger-lover" for intervening on behalf of an inmate to stop a lynching by correctional officers. Then you spend a lot of time on how you broke a prisoners' work strike.  And finally,  you write of corrections  being a "narcotic" -- you were "enamored of little Alcatraz," the max unit at Parchman,  and you call it  "exhilarating."

My wife would say you have to be a sick person to find pleasure in that. She says that lovingly.

Tell me about that pleasure.

In the corrections field, there are a number of sub-plots that go on. First of all, corrections has to pretty much fend alone in the criminal justice arena.  The courts don’t particularly like it, cops don’t respect us, the public doesn't respect us.  So we always feel like we're out there left to our own devices.    You find yourself not being a full member of the criminal justice fraternity sometimes. That gives you a sense of independence and a kind of "hey I’ll show you."  


Within the institutions there is also a traditional kind of pecking order.  When I went to Florida, I was superintendent of a correctional institution.  Florida has bunches of correctional institutions, but they only have one state prison.  Well, a prison by any other name is still a prison, except in the prison industry. And that one prison has a warden, not a superintendent.  "Warden" and "superintendent" are interchangeable, they mean the same damn thing.  But in the business, for whatever reason, particularly coming out of the old school that I started out in in the late 60’s, "warden" is a title that just carried the ultimate respect.  So when you get to a system like Missouri, and there’s fifteen institutions -- fourteen correctional institutions and the Missouri state penitentiary --  and you're a warden at the Missouri State Penitentiary, that’s something different than being a superintendent at the medium security prison over in Forbland.


I was probably brainwashed.  The first warden I ever worked for told me, there’s nothing else in the correctional business that comes close to this. He told me one day: I sit up here and I look out on the prison yard, I’ve got 4,000 convicts and they’re all in my custody.  They're all within these four walls.  He said, I’ve got every kind of cut-throat murderer.  I’ve had the Boston strangler.  I’ve got people in here who have done the worst kind of deeds imaginable, and I’m responsible for all of them.  He said, not everybody can do this and do well at it. It takes a special breed.  


And it does.  What I’ve discovered over the years, of course, is that what it takes largely is that the warden has to be schizophrenic.  As I pointed out in the book, you have to be able to point a shotgun at some inmate's head in the morning and say, I’m going to blow that shit all over my wall, and then in the afternoon you have to be able to put your arm around an inmate and console him because his mother passed away.  I don’t know of anything more schizophrenic than that.

When you call that schizophrenic, do you feel that it's a kind of role playing or that it's different parts of you that are both real?

When I say "schizophrenic" -- you have to play all kinds of different roles. I liken it very much to being a drill instructor in the military.  They give you the standard speech: I am your mother, your father, your doctor, your lawyer, your preacher.  A police officer is a cop, he’s a psychologist, he’s a social worker.  So a warden has to play all those different kinds of roles.  In a max unit, some of those roles are much more sharply defined than they would be in a less secure institution.  But nevertheless, yeah, it’s role playing. You’ve got to be able to shift gears and do it kind of fluidly.  Walk out of a hostage situation, come down from that, and when an inmate comes up to you, and here’s this grown man with ugly-ass homemade prison tattoos from  head to foot, and he’s crying because he’s just got ten divorce papers from the old lady, you know, you can’t say, get out of my damn face because I’ve just dealt with a couple of  wackos who wanted to kill some people on the staff. You can’t do that, you’ve got to be able to shift gears.  

Why do you have an autographed picture of Tammy Wynette in a collage with the Missouri penitentiary on your wall?.

She came to the institution to do a concert for us.  She and her husband George were really enamored with weird stuff, and she said, have you ever had anyone to escape from here?  And I said yeah.  The first person to ever actually escape by scaling the wall or tunneling out, something like that á la Hollywood, was Pretty Boy Floyd.  And of course the other most infamous one was James Earl Ray. And she said, oh, could I have pictures of them?  She just asked us if we’d do that little collage. We had an old linotype photograph of Frank James that we were going to put on there, but it wouldn’t work.  Neither he nor his brother ever did time there, but there wasn’t a jail in Missouri that could hold them, so they ended up doing some time there waiting on court stuff.

Forgiveness for Doing My Job

In Death at Midnight, you write:  “Executions strip away the veneer of life for both warden and prisoner.  Connie Ray Evans and I transcended our environment and the roles in which we had been cast.  The two of us had somehow managed to become real people to each other.  There were no more titles or social barriers behind which either of us could hide. I was no longer a prison warden, and he had become someone other than a condemned prisoner.  We were just two ordinary human beings caught up in a vortex of events that neither of us could control."  Certainly the power of your memoir is in the way you frame it with the life and death of Connie Evans. But to say that both of you, at that moment, were equally not in control --  is that a fair analogy? 

I think so. He certainly didn’t have any control over the fact that he was going to be executed.  He had run out of ways to stop it, and there wasn’t any way that I could stop it, despite my personal feelings.  I tried, I tried to create a way, I tried to plead with the governor for executive clemency. So I think what happens is that you decide -- I can’t stop it, so what I'm left with is to try and walk with this guy through this process as far as I can go.  I couldn’t die with him, but I can be there for him,  I can try to comfort him, I can try to console him, I can try to do what one human being ought do for another human being. And perhaps at the same time I can make up for the way the victim died.  


It has always struck me that being a murder victim must be the most lonesome of ways to die.  I just can’t imagine the feeling of loneliness when one is confronting being murdered.  What a horribly lonely way to die. And I’ve always regretted, frankly -- I mean, I place a great value on my faith, and I truly believe that we're given certain gifts, and that we're expected to do what we can with those gifts. But I also think that at least the God I worship has a certain plan in mind for our lives. And I have frequently wished that God’s plan for my life, rather than having me in the execution chamber, had been to allow me to be there for the victims of these crimes.  That is not to suggest that I would have stepped in front of the bullet or plunging dagger. I don’t think that we can know if we have that kind of courage or not. But I think that I would like to have been able to be there to comfort those victims even if I couldn’t have prevented their deaths. To at least not let them die alone.  


So the execution in some respects afforded me the opportunity to kind of make up for that, in the sense that this guy didn’t have to die alone.  And that I had an opportunity to carry these things out from a different perspective, not as a representative of a vengeful state but as somebody who was doing a job but nevertheless was sincerely  touched by the humanity that I found in the chamber, in the execution room.  And I think you do find it.

You write that Connie Evans had forgiven you.

I think that's absolutely essential to most wardens. We'll never know what McVeigh said, if anything, in the final minutes, or in the days leading up to his execution, to the warden out there.  His case was so different it might not have unfolded the way most do. But I think most wardens -- and I’ve certainly heard others say it, and I’ve read it  --  I think most wardens look for absolution.  It seems to me probably that if you don’t get it from the prisoner, then you are left feeling pretty empty.  You know, Evans forgave me, Johnson forgave me, I never ran into problems of not being forgiven.

How many executions did you administer?

Four. I carried out two in the gas chamber in Parchman,  I witnessed one in the gas chamber there, and I was part of a team in Florida for one in the electric chair.  And I think you have to walk away from those things -- whether you're the warden, or one of the guys who pulls the lever, or pushes the button, or mixes the chemicals, or whatever that function is -- I think you have to do that hoping like hell that the inmate doesn’t take it personally.  


You know, there is a bit of gallows humor that I purposely chose not to put in the book.  People would not have understood it.  Abolitionists in particular would have just gone bonkers over it.  But we used to have a bit of gallows humor that allowed us to deal with that issue.  I remember one of my execution team members who said, well warden, the inmate understands that there is nothing personal, it's just business.  There's a large grain of truth in that.  That's how you have to pursue it.  That’s certainly how I explained things to these guys.  I’m not doing this as a matter of choice. They'd say, I know warden, youre just doing your job.

That phrase “doing your job” comes up several times in your book.  Did it ever cross your mind, in even the remotest way, that you had a choice not to carry out the execution?

I think it crossed my mind, but I don’t think it was ever serious. Where Connie was concerned, the afternoon before his execution, my wife Miriam and I were fixing to leave the chapel after mass, and  I looked at my Catholic chaplain, Art Kerwin, and I said, I don’t know if I can do this.  And of course he lectured me.  He said, you can do it, and you have to do it.  I said, look, I know what my job is, you don’t have to tell me that. Art said, that’s not what I’m talking about.  You have to do it because you have an obligation to be there for that inmate.  Because if you’re not there, if you're not there to care a little bit about him, who the hell else will?  And you have an obligation to be there for the victim who has been crying out from the grave, and for the victims' family.  And you have an obligation to this inmate's family, so you can look them in the eye later and assure them that his final moments were as peaceful as one can expect them to be under these kinds of circumstances.  He said, you’ve got too many responsibilities, you can’t walk away from it.  


Now would I have said that if I had not have been so intimately involved with Evans?  Probably not, although I certainly had the same kinds of feelings about Johnson. But I had the opportunity. The governor gave me the opportunity.  We were good personal friends, and once he came to Parchman, and we drove around one night just talking.  We weren’t even talking about executions, but out of the blue the governor said, there’s a conference coming up that I’m supposed to attend.  It's the same time as this next execution.  I could send you as my representative, and then you wouldn’t have to be here to do it.  


And I thought, what a remarkable offering, for a politician, and of course I knew Billy [Allain] was more than a politician.  But he was Catholic.  And so he and the Bishop and I had frequent conversations. I recall looking at him and I said, well, are you going to be out of the state so that the Lt. Governor has to be the person who makes any last minute decisions about it, and he said no.  He said, that’s my responsibility.  And I said, well I’m not going to ask my deputy warden to do something that’s my responsibility.  So I never seriously considered that.  


I’ve been assailed about that point a number of times.  A young lady in Chicago, after I gave a speech, came up and said, I’ve read your book, I loved the  book and I admire you for speaking out, but I deplored the lack of courage you showed when it would have counted most.  And I said, let me guess.  That would have been in the execution chamber -- I should have turned around and walked out and refused to do it?  She said yes.  And I said, well, that’s not how it is.

What did that woman not understand?

I don’t think she understood, frankly, that, especially in terms of the relationship I had with Evans, that for me to turn around and walk out --  I mean hell, he couldn’t walk away, you know, and I’d have been turning my back on a friendship that had formed.  And I'd be deserting him when he was going to most need me,  even though I was the one fixing to kill him.  


The other thing she didn’t understand -- I really did emphasize this more because I thought it would kind of shock her more, since she was feeling rather negative about me anyhow --  I said, besides that, I’m a very  pragmatic bureaucrat.  She said, what do you mean?  I said, I’ve got a wife and six kids, at that time, all at home.  I said, what is it you would have me do -- come home at midnight and look my wife in the eye and say, honey, I did the morally right thing just now, I refused to execute him, and oh by the way, the governor fired my ass, we’ve got to be off this farm and out of the house in thirty days? I said, that’s not how life is. That’s not the real world.  


You know, I owed something to them.  Connie Evans had given me enough in our relationship, friendship-wise, that I wouldn’t have done that to him.  And he wouldn’t have done it to me, I don’t think. It wouldn’t have stopped the execution, except he would have died a little more alone.  And despite the respect I had for my deputy wardens, he would have died with a little less dignity and sense of compassion.  


And again, back to the pragmatic thing, in a conservative state like Mississippi, to have a warden who refused to carry out his duties would not have been a very smart thing politically.  Frankly, even though many corrections people privately are very ambivalent about the death penalty,  I would have had a hard time finding a job anywhere in the United States unless I wanted to restrict myself to those dozen or so states that didn’t have a death penalty.

Is there a difference between you as one person in that role --  past tense -- with your doubts, and a whole body of correctional people who could conceivably speak out against capital punishment?  What does this mean for the abolitionist movement?

I think most wardens that have had to execute people oppose the death penalty, or at least are very ambivalent about it.  If you look at San Quentin's Clinton Duffy, or Sing Sing's Lewis Lawes, out of the 1930’s and 40’s, those two guys alone executed over 500 folks in their career.  They were outspoken opponents of the death  penalty from different perspectives. Duffy became famous in corrections circles for uttering the phrase “it seems to me the death penalty is a privilege reserved for the poor.”  Lewis Lawes, in his book 20,000 Years in Sing Sing, talks about the utter futility of executions because they don’t make anything better.  He wasn’t necessary morally opposed to them, he was just pragmatically saying it doesn’t work, so why bother?  Whereas Duffy, I think, was coming at if from a different perspective.  


But whatever their perspective, you get into abolitionist meetings and sometimes these folks do themselves a terrible injustice.  They’ll say things like: We shouldn’t be discussing whether or not innocence is a problem.  The hell we shouldn’t.  If that's how you win the battle, then that’s what you use.  Don’t give me this high-ground bullshit about "we have  to eradicate the death penalty because it’s morally objectionable."  That’s OK, I understand that, but if that’s not going to win the day and the innocence problem is -- I mean, I hope there are some abolitionists who are paying attention to the fact that the reasons the numbers are coming down in the polls supporting the death penalty is because of the kind of thing I read this morning in class.  Americans are never going to abolish the death penalty because they are morally objecting to it.  They are going to abolish it because we have an innate sense of fairness. 



When I was giving a speech in Boston several years ago, there’s this lawyer from Texas who represents Gary Graham, and she’s up there talking about Gary and she uses a phrase, and my instant reaction was just so negative, but I didn’t say anything. Now of course, as it turns out, by the time Graham was executed, everybody in the country probably thought he was innocent, as he claimed to be.  But anyhow, she said, Gary is such a sweet guy.   Fortunately, an ACLU attorney responed first.  He said, that is the biggest disservice that these folks can do to this process. Americans already think that abolitionists are left-field wackos whose elevators don’t go to the top.  You don’t describe a death-row convict as a sweet guy.  In Graham's case, of course, he had a criminal record,  he had done a lot of damn things -- he wasn’t a damn angel.  And there probably wasn’t any question that his ass belonged in prison, it just didn’t belong on death row for that particular murder. I think it’s a disservice to the abolitionist community to do that sort of stuff. 
Pragmatism & Faith

Give me the short answers to (a) why were you were in favor of the death penalty, and (b) why are you opposed to it now?

(a) Because I thought it was a necessay evil for the worst few people, and (b) because my Catholic faith weighed in more and more with me,  and (b-2) because it doesn't work.  It doesn’t work.  I'm probably much more comfortable, frankly, saying it doesn’t work, than saying it's morally objectionable.  But it doesn't.  It doesn't work.

Can you say something else about it being morally objectionable?

I just think there has to be a better way to solve our worst problems than for the state to employ killing.  I was doing a call-in television show the other night on Mississippi TV, and this lady who lost her daughter and her in-laws in Oklahoma City was on the telepone line with us, and she started quoting scripture.  That's a dangerous thing to do with the death penalty, as my students find out the hard way. She said that Jesus himself was a supporter of the death penalty. I've only heard one other person say this, and that was Jerry Falwell. She must have heard him, too.  I said, I want to know how Jesus would support the death penalty.  He was an execution victim himself -- an unjust execution victim.  And she went so far as to say, that's how you explain, horrible as it is, innocent people being executed. I said, well, I guess it all depends on how you interpret things. 


It doesn’t matter whether it's the Catholic Bible or the King James Bible, this little quote's the same: as he's being executed, he says something like, Father, forgive them -- and I presume "them" means his executioners -- for they don't know what they're doing.  That speaks volumes. And she says, well, what about the eye for an eye?  And I said, when I give that to my students, I caution them to read the whole damn passage, because if you read the whole passage, it's been taken out of context so badly, because what the writer is really talking about is that justice should be a level playing field for the poor and powerless as well as the rich and powerful. It takes on a different meaning.

Here we're talking about these competing biblical interpretations -- it seems that in organized religion as well as in a prison system, there's a chain-of-command and necessary authority.  You enjoy being a maverick, and you also accept the necessity of a chain-of-command.

Part of that is because I spent time in the military where you're thoroughly indoctrinated in the chain-of-command.  And then the prison business is very semi-military in terms of its hierarchy.  So over the course of a career, the chain-of-command becomes much more important to you than you realize.  When you're running prison systems for a living, there has to be a so-called orderly, systemic kind of process, just to keep your head above water. The left hand has to know what the right hand is doing, so the chain-of-command becomes important.


I did a a television show not long ago, and the interviewer said, if you were to go back into corrections today, would you avoid going to work in a prison in a death penalty state?  I said, most states have more than one prison, I wouldn't necessarily have to be working at the state prison that has the death row.  He said, would you avoid that?  I said, no. He said, what would you do then?  I said, let me put it this way.  When I say I wouldn't avoid it, what I mean is, if Texas said we want you to come run the Walls in Huntsville, obviously I'd have to make a decision about that, knowing that that's where they hold death row and that's where they do their executions. If I decided to take the job, I would do it with my eyes wide open, just like I did early in my career.  You don't go into the business of running prisons wthout understanding that you may just end up having to play an executioner some day.  If you don't want to do that, then you have no business taking that job. Do something else.  I said, you can be a reluctant suitor and still do the job.  


You know, part of the problem I would have -- if you were the governor of Mississippi and you said, I want you to go to Parchman and take the superintendant's job, well, it's going to be hard for me to look you in the eye and say, well, Governor, I would but I can't because you know how I feel about executions.  That would be hard for me to do.  It really would.  It would be hard for me to walk away from what I would see as a larger responsibility of which executions are a very small, occasional, fortunately infrequent part.

If I understand you right, you're saying an astonishing thing --

Would I execute anybody again?

Right.
I wouldn't take a job in an execution state unless I had decided, squared away with the fact that I might have to execute somebody. I wouldn’t do that to the State.  I wouldn’t take the job if I was convinced that I would not carry out all the responsibilities. Privately, I don't think I would ever go do it again.  But I would not respond by categorically rejecting such a prospect.  Probably what I'd say is, Governor, let me think about it, there are some things to weigh in on it.  And then I'd probably say no.

Vietnam and Maximum Security

When we first spoke, you said that writing Death at Midnight was cathartic for you in the same way that returning to Vietnam was.  Can you tell us about your time during the war?

I was an Air Force paramedic, and I spent most of my time flying around on Hueys getting shot at, trying to get folks out. It was a tough job to stay alive in. I think that helped me, frankly, in the prison business later on, in the sense that I felt like I was a survivor.


I was there in '68 and '69.  The life expectancy of an Air Force paramedic -- when you had a lull during the monsoons, things slowed down, you might have a life expectancy of three days, but most of the time it was more like three hours.  It was a live-on-the-edge job. You took certain risks, and you'd find yourself volunteering to do things that you had to be crazy to do -- to dash across the DMZ into North Vietnam or over into Cambodia trying to get a pilot out, when you could be safe in a place like Denang or Camp Bonday at that particular moment. And I think ultimately -- I didn't realize it in Vietnam, of course -- the thing that angered me and made me bitter about Vietnam was something I had no control over. Paramedics were expected to play God.  People died.  You had no control over that like a doctor's supposed to.  That came charging home to me when my best friend died in my arms.. 


Years later, I had a psychologist who worked for me at a prison. We'd had a serious disturbance, inmates tried to take hostages. Finally, when things had settled down, we kicked back in my office, and I uncharacteristically -- because I'm not a drinker -- I pulled out a bottle of confiscated whiskey and took a damn good slug, and so did my psychologist. He looked at me and said, you know, I've known you a good while, and I''ve tried to figure out what in the hell it is about you that makes you love this kind of environment so much, and I've finally decided what it is.  You're a Vietnam vet.  It's the closest thing you'll ever have to combat for the rest of your life.  


And I think that there's a lot of truth to that. The military and Vietnam really prepared me well for that kind of envronment, although it didn’t prepare me for the execution process.  I don’t think there's anything that can.  I thought I was prepared --  I really thought, shit, after some of the things I've done in Vietnam, and participated in, and some of the things I've seen, this won't be all that difficult.  But that's different.  You're shooting at some guy 200 yards away across a rice paddy or from a chopper, they're shooting back at you -- that's kind of a level playing field.  That's different from executing somebody.

We have an interview with Fred Allen in the book.

I thought it was absurd that any state asks somebody to participate in something like 130 executions.  That's insane, in whatever minor form it might be, and being on the strap-down team is not a minor thing.  Everybody has their threshhold and their breaking point.  I'm amazed that he was able to get through that many of them.

Even in his interview you can see him fighting talking about it.

Sure.  Correctons is a macho business, and any sign of humanity or compassion is a sign of weakness.  

The Execution Protocol

What about the ritual of last meals? The media fascination with it is almost obscene, as if, after making someone into a monster in our minds, we need this perverse kind of re-humanizing -- 

Well exactly, if we humanize them in the final hours or moments, then we can  feel good about ourselves a little bit in terms of carrying out the process.  So much of what goes on in this execution business is built upon what caters to public feelings.  Let me give you an example in answering that question. Execution methods: why bother to go to the trouble of inserting a needle in somebody’s vein and injecting drugs into him, as harmless and painless as that is compared to the electric chair and gas chamber, when in fact all you have to do is put him in a room and pipe come carbon monoxide poison into it.  It is colorless, odorless, painless, you just fall asleep, gently.  My theory is the reason that we don’t do this is because the appearance of a person who dies by carbon monoxide poison would be disconcerting to the public.  They look bad, you know, they turn that bright cherry red, and so on.  And that would not make the public feel very good, we’d be kind of queasy about it. 

What's the perspective on last meals from inside the prison?

I have always marvelled that they even bother to ask for their last meals.  I wouldn't be able to eat, and I've never seen very many who do except to push the food around. It's all part of the larger thing called the execution protocol, developed over the years. I suspect that not many people understand that what is important about the execution protocol is that it helps the warden and the prison staff get on through the damn execution process because you’ve got things you have to tend to. It is not something that any individual designed.  It's kind of come together over centuries, and I think every country that’s practiced executions has had a certain kind of protocol.  

But I would feel very much like Evans did, frankly. I would say, what the hell do you really care what I want for a last meal?  Do you think I really want to eat anything anyway?  Get out of my face with that bullshit. But when you are dealing with that, in those moments, you are not thinking about -- you’re not seeing the images of -- and it takes your mind away from it.  I think it’s a necessary part of the process, from the warden's perspective. I think you’d feel somewhat naked walking out and there was no last meal issue to talk about.  Even if he doesn’t want a last meal, you still have to talk to him about that.  That takes time.  That takes time away from thinking.  It allows you to try to convince yourself that you are still operating in normal parameters. There is enough minute, detail stuff to deal with that you wouldn't think you'd have time to think about the actual execution itself, but you do. 

Redemption is the Key

In addition to the sections on Edward Earl Johnson and Connie Evans in your book, you describe two other events apparently just as transformative for you. One is the suicide of an inmate at Parchman, and the other is the death of your friend Wayne Fleming. These make it seem that  your feelings about the death penalty have less to do with politics and ideology than with the interconnections of life and death and people and love.

You know, I've chided my church from time to time on this issue of the death penalty, from the perspective that while the Catholic Church’s doctrine has been very clear -- this pope in particular clearly states what the Church’s perspective is,  just as he does on abortion -- you have not seen the same kind of vigor put into this as you have on abortion.  Every year on the anniversary of Roe v. Wade, I can count on going to mass and the homily will beat me over the head about the evils of abortion. Make no mistake about it: I don’t like abortion.  In this day and age, I think abortion-on-demand as a birth control process is just unnecessary.  I do struggle with the fact that maybe it ought to be between that woman and her God, but not like abortion-on-demand. 

 When I gave a speech before the Massachusetts legislature a few years ago, Cardinal Law also spoke. He was seen as a  liberal on this issue in Mississippi, but up there he's seen as a conservative.  So folks up there were just  delirious that he came out and spoke against the death penalty. And I thought, what the hell do you expect a Cardinal to do?  He and I conversed afterwards, and I said, Cardinal, what you did today is important, it’s a good start.  He kind of looked at me, and he said, what do you mean a start?  I said, well, as a cradle Catholic, let me tell you. I have heard about Roe v. Wade for twenty-five years, and rightfully so. That is absolutely appropriate.  But I am still waiting for the first homily that talks about the Church's teaching on capital punishment. 

The problem I have is that as a Catholic, I believe that when I die, if I go to heaven, in theory I should not be surprised if I find Hitler there.  In theory, I have no way of knowing if Hitler, in the final moment before he pulled the trigger, didn’t asked for forgiveness.  And ultimately for Christians, forgiveness is what it's all about.  I don’t expect to see him there, I may be surprised to find myself there, but, I mean, in theory, an least -- should I be surprised if I get  there and find Tim McVeigh there? I would be, because he didn’t show any signs of remorse, any more than Hitler did, but I do not know what his private thoughts were.  

Redemption is the key, redemption is the key.  A part of my argument to the governor in each of these cases was, look, you and I spend a lot of time sitting in Mass, reading scripture, getting ready to teach these various lessons, and one of the messages is that you never give up on life, never give up on a person's ability to achieve redemption in God.  And when we execute somebody, we cut them off from that possibility.  There may be people like McVeigh or Hitler who never would have done it anyhow, but how do you know?  And maybe the guy I execute was going to achieve redemption in his life tomorrow or the next month or next year.  Maybe never, but you don’t know that.  


So for me part of it is just a reverence for life.  True enough, there is not  much good to say about a McVeigh, I suppose, or a Ted Bundy.  But I was opposed to Bundy’s execution, simply because, number one, there is so much to learn from these guys that might help us prevent the next predator from exploding, and, number two, they say a picture is worth a thousand words.  I have found pictures of some of these guys in grammar school. You say what the hell went so wrong?  What goes so wrong?  They got the cowlicks, and they got the freckles, they got the missing teeth.  They look like I did.  And you did.  The kid next door. Our kids. I try to remind myself -- I envision a Ted Bundy in his mama's arms, as the same kind of helpless, defenseless infant that any of us are.  We all started out in the same condition. The complexity of life leaves us with few answers in terms of why some of us end up on death row while others don’t.  It’s a pretty confusing journey.  

I have no idea how I would have turned out if I had not been taken out of that environment in Lowell, Massachusetts.  I have two brothers who are alcoholics --  one's a highly successful, upper-class alcoholic, and the other is a skid-row bum who eats literally out of soup kitchens and sleeps on park benches. So when I look at Connie Evanses, Edward Johnsons, I think it's not such a wide line between us and them.  When I look at the Ted Bundies, I think there is a big difference between me and Ted Bundy, but the bottom line for me is that my faith just makes it damn uncomfortable for me to live in a society where the state says that executing people is OK. Lock 'em up and throw the key away for the rest of their damn lives, but, as the abolitionists say, how do you teach kids that killing's wrong by killing?
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