
[image: image]


Marit Lund Bødtker

ONE HUNDRED LETTERS FROM
DEATH ROW

[image: image]


© 2023 Yuniku

Tilrettelagt for ebok av eBokNorden as

ISBN 978-82-93522-19-5 (ePub)

Translated from the Norwegian

by J. Basil Cowlishaw

Cover illustration: Silje Aranda

Original title in Norwegian

Dødsdømt 989.

1st edition in English 2017 with the title

Suspense- twelve years living and longing on Death Row.

post@yuniku.no


CONTENTS

How it all began

First letters

Friendship

Childhood

Sentenced to death

Oklahoma

The Atlanta attorneys

Suspense

Postponed – again

Korinna, a bolt from the blue

En route to Ellis Unit 1

Face to face

Ellis Unit dos and don’ts

Helping hands

Last meeting

A turbulent interlude

A transformation

Last letters

Countdown

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Notes


HOW IT ALL BEGAN

2014

I had been busy dusting. For weeks and months I had been going through piles of old papers: copies of more than a hundred letters to him and even more from him. There were also notes I had made, newspaper cuttings and other relevant documents – a thousand or so pages in all. I had tidied them up, numbered them, punched holes in them and filed them in the right order in three large, meticulously labelled binders. I had thought, pondered, made copious notes and talked to anyone who would listen.

 Almost without exception, whenever I spoke of this somewhat unusual relationship, I was asked: ‘What exactly had he done?’ It often seemed that what people really wanted to know was whether his sentence was justified. Rarely did a meaningful conversation ensue. As a rule, the person concerned hurriedly changed the subject. Capital punishment is far from being a pleasant topic of conversation and is hardly a subject for social chit-chat. That is why it deserves closer consideration.

1993

In its 1993 news bulletin, the Norwegian branch of Amnesty International appealed to members to write to prisoners in what the organization referred to as Death’s Waiting Room, that is, Death Row in the State Penitentiary at Huntsville, Texas. Apart from a brief note pointing out that most of the inmates were destitute, no more information was given. This notwithstanding, my journalistic curiosity was aroused and I phoned in to express my interest.

 I had no inkling of what I was letting myself in for until, a few weeks later, I received a letter from Amnesty with which was enclosed a brief handwritten letter from one Ivan Ray Murphy Jr, Prisoner No. 989.

 In a few short sentences he told me something about himself. Twenty-eight years of age, he was under sentence of death and had spent two and a half years in a cell at the Penitentiary’s Ellis Unit 1 in Huntsville; prior to that, he had served close on five years behind bars elsewhere. His mother was a full-blooded Cherokee Indian, his father an Irishman. He said he had blue eyes, dark-brown hair, was by nature shy and retiring, polite, caring, serious-minded and loyal to a fault. He also said that he was fond of drawing, chess, reading and composing poetry and that he was a prolific letter-writer. In the past he had been a keen fisherman but, as he wryly pointed out, that was a pleasure now denied him. He concluded by saying:


I would like to hear from honest openminded people between the age of 25 to 60 that wants a honest loyal lasting friend.



Ivan’s letter to Amnesty Norway was dated 22 June 1993, which meant that it had taken two months to reach me. I dug out an old postcard depicting a typical fishing boat from Norway’s Lofoten Islands, with a member of the crew holding in his arms a giant cod. On it I promised to write again, more fully, before long. As a precaution, I put the card in an envelope. Amnesty had warned me that all letters to prisoners were subject to censorship but that the prisoners’ own letters were not. Ivan spent his days in a cell measuring three by three metres. I just hoped he would find somewhere on the wall to put up the card.

I read and reread the letter from Amnesty that had accompanied Ivan’s brief reply. It read in translation:


Incarcerated in Ellis Unit [the official name of the prison] are a small number of the men currently under sentence of death in the United States. The prison, which stands in a wide expanse of open country, houses a total of 1,900 prisoners, all of them men. Prisoners not condemned to death are regularly engaged in agricultural work outside the prison. The large, three-storey-high, red-brick building is surrounded by watch towers and barriers of various kinds. Prisoners under sentence of death are allowed to mix only with others in the same situation and the prison guards. Each cell is fitted with a steel wash basin and a toilet bowl. Some prisoners, those who are subject to an extra-rigorous security regime, have their meals passed to them through a hatch in the door. Rules are extremely strict. Prisoners have no privacy, not even when showering or using the toilet. They wear white overalls complete with orange name tags and receive regular meals and medical care. Minor ailments are attended to by the unit’s own doctor. Prisoners consider themselves fortunate if they are deemed so ill as to necessitate treatment in the nearest town, Galveston, as this enables them to catch a glimpse of the outside world from the windows of the ambulance.



I simply couldn’t wait. My curiosity triumphed over my uncertainty as to what this might lead to. My mind made up, I sat down to compose my first letter to Ivan. Two weeks later, in August 1993, I posted it.

In my letter I told him that I was fifty-two years of age, that my husband’s name was Eivind and that I had a son and a two-year-old Norwegian-American grandson. I also informed him that I had been a librarian but was currently a journalist and that I had published several books. I concluded by saying that I hoped we could become friends and that my letters would help to brighten his daily life a little.

I also told him that I had always been strongly opposed to capital punishment, regardless of what a person had done, and that fortunately I lived in a country where it had long been abolished.

What I was careful not to say was that, as a journalist, I was intensely curious to know more about his life, and that I saw our budding friendship as a unique opportunity to learn more about what goes on within the confines of a prison; also, that one day I might be able to bring something of what I had learned to the notice of a wider public.


THE FIRST LETTER

I realized that it would be ten days at best before I could expect an answer – assuming that he replied at all. I did my best to put him out of my mind, but in vain; after all, never before had I been remotely associated with someone under sentence of death. Would I be able to control my own feelings? My prejudices? Although I had entered into the relationship with open eyes, I did not relish the thought that he might have been guilty of a sex crime or even of a multiple killing, not to mention incest or the murder of a child.

‘People of this kind are looked upon as the dregs of society,’ Amnesty had written. ‘Accordingly, one must never let them down once one has started to correspond with them.’

I began to wonder whether I would be able to carry on without disappointing him.

After two suspenseful weeks, early in September 1993 I received my first letter from Ivan. Dated 31 August, it came in a long envelope and was handwritten in red ink on both sides of a sheet of lined yellow paper. Although I was the one who had taken the initiative, it nevertheless gave me a strange feeling to be holding it in my hand.


Dearest Marit,

Hello, I hope this letter finds you in the best of health and doing fine when it reaches your lovely hands. As for myself, I’m in good health and doing fine.



All Ivan’s subsequent letters began with more or less the same words. The letter continued:


Your most welcome letter just reached my hands and I was very happy to receive it. I had 2 pen-pals from Norway at one time but I helped them with essays in school concerning the death penalty and after that I never heard from them again. So I had decided to write Amnesty again wanting an older friend that can be caring and loving as well as understanding. I set high standards for myself and follow them. As you get to know me you will know that I’m very caring and lovable and stand by my friends.

I will always be straightforward, honest and open-minded with you. There isn’t anything too personal for me so feel free to ask all the questions your heart desires.

My days are somewhat boring. I get to go out and exercise 3 hours a day except on week-ends, then I’m locked in a cell 24 hours. I’m in a cell by myself. Before I leave my cell I have to strip naked and have to strip before being placed back in my cell. Breakfast is served at 3 AM, lunch is served at 9.30 AM and dinner is served at 2.30 PM and the food isn’t fit for a dog. I don’t have any outside support, so I have to draw to obtain the basics I need and most times I do without because my art work doesn’t always sell. When I get on my feet I’ll send you a sample of my art work to give you some idea of the art work I do. Marit, I hope to hear from you soon and would like to know more about you. I’m enclosing a photo of me with this letter that was taken Christmas Day 1988, the last photo taken of me in the free world. I would like some photos of you. Thank you for taking the time and think about me. I loved to go fishing. You take care, stay sweet and write soon.

Love, Yours truly

Ivan Ray



The colour photograph enclosed with the letter was of a slim, good-looking, smiling young man sitting on the floor looking at a large, unopened Christmas present. His dark hair was drawn back behind his ears and on his head was a white baseball cap. He had a dark moustache, dark eyebrows and blue eyes. He was wearing a white T-shirt imprinted with some kind of emblem in red, jeans and trainers. I noticed that the trainers were spotlessly clean. Sitting beside him in an old-fashioned armchair was a young woman, a cigarette held between her fingers. Was she his sister, I wondered, or his girlfriend? I had no means of knowing, as he said nothing about her.

Ivan’s early letters were long and full of enthusiasm, though I couldn’t help wondering if he was mildly dyslectic: he invariably wrote ‘grils’ instead of ‘girls’, for example. To make for easier reading, in the following pages I have done my best to ‘tidy up’ his spelling, though not the grammar. Dyslectic or not, he had a rich vocabulary and I was pleased to observe how reflective and knowledgeable he was. He was keen to tell me all about himself and would write about all sorts of things, apart from his trial and sentence:


About my case, I cannot write about it in a letter on the advice from my attorney because my case is still pending. But when I’m allowed to, I’ll tell you everything about it. I can tell you this much, I am innocent of Murder and Robbery that I was convicted of and there is no evidence linking me to this crime, NONE!



For my part I was careful never to ask about either the trial or his sentence, though naturally I was curious. Amnesty had advised correspondents to avoid sensitive subjects unless the prisoner himself brought them up. Ivan was clearly reluctant or unable to bring himself to discuss such matters, at least not at this point. This notwithstanding, in one of his very first letters he had no compunction in telling me how he had felt when sentence was pronounced.


Sure, I got disappointed when I received the death sentence and had no-one to talk to but myself, but being disappointed turned into negative thoughts, which only made my situation more difficult to handle. I have learned to love myself and others as well. I talk to very few people here. I have no friends, I try not to get too close to anyone here, for reasons that put me on death row.

Do you know what is the worst by sitting here in the cell, Marit?

Never to get the smell of soil and grass. I have not set foot on green grass for five years.

I remember once I went to the lake at the big forest. When I was there, I felt the power of the old trees. I now know that's why I was so happy just then. The big trees give us my energy and beauty. Did you know, by the way, that we humans also provide forest and plants power? The deep forest likes us to visit it, it wants our attention.



To start with, we both wrote up to three letters a month, but the early ones were very hesitant and faltering. It was as if neither of us really believed that, in view of our socially different backgrounds, we could ever meet on the same plane. I asked him to tell me precisely what he expected of me and made it clear that I could not be of any practical assistance. I also pointed out that, although I was by no means impoverished, I was far from being rich. Amnesty had actually warned me that most prisoners were poor in the extreme and looked upon everyone in the outside world as millionaires. I did, however, offer to pay for his notepaper and stamps.


I don’t have anyone that I consider a friend, but, I feel that you and I will become very close friends. […] People have told me many times that I have charisma like they have never seen before. They say my eyes take them away into a trance. Anyway, I don’t get the big head whenever people tell me that.



We both endeavoured to get to know each other better by writing about everything imaginable – apart from what he had done to merit a death sentence. In one of his first letters Ivan asked me a string of questions, even going to the trouble of numbering them. One thing he wanted to know was what I liked most and least in life. I told him that my greatest joy was sitting with my little grandson on my lap when, once a year, he and his parents came on a visit to Norway. What I disliked, I said, were dishonesty, disorder and selfishness. He also asked about my daily life, about where I had been, what I had done, that kind of thing. And he begged for photographs -- of me and my family and of Norwegian scenery. ‘I want to know all about you,’ he said.

He went on to ask what I expected of him. I answered that most of all I was looking for a friend with whom I could share my innermost thoughts.

I told him a great deal about myself: about my friends, family, parents, habits (good and bad), joys, sorrows and disappointments. But I asked him questions, too. One of them was about his cell and how it was decorated. He replied in detail:


I have 2 beds, a top and bottom. At the back of my cell there is a toilet and sink. I have a calendar on my way in the front of my cell on the wall that way all I have to do is turn around while I’m writing and mark your name on the day/date I mailed my letter to you. I have a locker box sitting against the wall. I’m allowed to watch TV and can listen to a radio if I had one to listen to. I have to buy those luxuries if I want them. […] My favorite color is blue. I like shrimp, fish, all vegetables. Dream to be a singer and have lots of money to help children in need of the basics in life.



On one occasion I asked him if he thought I was being too inquisitive, too nosey. He assured me that I could ask him anything I liked and that he would give me a straight answer. No question was too big or too small, he said. The staff at Amnesty had told me the same thing: one could write all that was happening around one, about nature, holidays, excursions, it didn’t matter what it was. Every little thing was of interest.

Ivan wrote that he hoped one day to be able to meet me in person, as a free man. He also expressed the hope that he would meet an attractive, kind-hearted woman whom he could marry and with whom he could have many children.

One day I received a letter with which he had enclosed a dainty little handkerchief. On it he had drawn two peacocks, one of them burgundy coloured. He knew from our previous correspondence that that was my favourite colour.

My first reaction, though I never said as much, was to wonder how someone who could draw so beautifully could have done something so terrible as to deserve the death penalty.
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