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INTRODUCTION



  by Larry E. Sullivan, Ph.D.


  Prisons will be with us as long as we have social enemies. We will punish them for acts that we consider criminal, and we will confine them in institutions.


  Prisons have a long history, one that fits very nicely in the religious context of sin, evil, guilt, and expiation. In fact, the motto of one of the first prison reform organizations was “Sin no more.” Placing offenders in prison was, for most of the history of the prison, a ritual for redemption through incarceration; hence the language of punishment takes on a very theological cast. The word “penitentiary” itself comes from the religious concept of penance. When we discuss prisons, we are dealing not only with the law but with very strong emotions and reactions to acts that range from minor or misdemeanor crimes to major felonies like murder and rape.


  Prisons also reflect the level of the civilizing process through which a culture travels, and it tells us much about how we treat our fellow human beings. The great nineteenth-century Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky, who was a political prisoner, remarked, “The degree of civilization in a society can be measured by observing its prisoners.” Similarly, Winston Churchill, the great British prime minister during World War II, said that the “treatment of crime and criminals is one of the most unfailing tests of civilization of any country.”


  Since the very beginnings of the American Republic, we have attempted to improve and reform the way we imprison criminals. For much of the history of the American prison, we tried to rehabilitate or modify the criminal behavior of offenders through a variety of treatment programs. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, politicians and citizens alike realized that this attempt had failed, and we began passing stricter laws, imprisoning people for longer terms and building more prisons. This movement has taken a great toll on society. Approximately two million people are behind bars today. This movement has led to the overcrowding of prisons, worse living conditions, fewer educational programs, and severe budgetary problems. There is also a significant social cost, since imprisonment splits families and contributes to a cycle of crime, violence, drug addiction, and poverty.


  All these are reasons why this series on incarceration issues is extremely important for understanding the history and culture of the United States. Readers will learn all facets of punishment: its history; the attempts to rehabilitate offenders; the increasing number of women and juveniles in prison; the inequality of sentencing among the races; attempts to find alternatives to incarceration; the high cost, both economically and morally, of imprisonment; and other equally important issues. These books teach us the importance of understanding that the prison system affects more people in the United States than any institution, other than our schools.
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CHAPTER 1



  LIFE FOR LIFE: THE ULTIMATE

  SOCIAL CONTROVERSY


  On March 15, 2000, a twenty-year saga of murder, trials, and appeals ended when state corrections officials executed Patrick Poland by lethal injection in Florence, Arizona. He was the twenty-fourth death row inmate put to death in the United States that year; it was the 621st since the reinstatement of the U.S. death penalty in 1976.


  The crime behind the case happened twenty-three years before. On May 24, 1977, two guards, Russell Dempsey and Cecil Newkirk, left Phoenix, Arizona, in an armored van on their route to banks in the northern part of the state. At the Bumblebee Road exit on Interstate 17, Michael and Patrick Poland stopped them. Disguised as highway patrol officers, the brothers were driving a car modified to look like a police car. Later investigation showed that the Polands had spent weeks carefully planning this deception. The brothers captured the guards and stole nearly $300,000 in cash.
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    How should violence be punished?

  


  Three days later, authorities found the abandoned armored van. The same day, Michael Poland rented a boat at the Lake Mead marina and piloted the craft to a remote dock, where he met Patrick. The two brothers stuffed the guards into specially made canvas bags and dumped them into the lake. Three weeks later, the decomposing bodies of Dempsey and Newkirk surfaced, while the Poland brothers were spending money freely.


  Two months later, the FBI got a search warrant for Michael Poland's home, where they found items he had used to impersonate a police officer. They also attained a warrant for Patrick's house, where they found more evidence. So, on May 17, 1978, the federal government charged Patrick and Michael Poland with five counts of bank robbery, two counts of kidnapping, and two counts of murder. The government offered the brothers a plea bargain, which they refused. The brothers were convicted in federal court on robbery and kidnapping charges, and in state court on murder charges. The Polands claimed that one guard had died of a heart attack after his capture, and this had forced them to kill the second guard. This argument did nothing to sway the courts.
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    Impersonating a police officer is a crime—but the Poland brothers had far worse offenses on their rap sheets.
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    The Poland brothers were convicted in federal court of robbery and kidnapping, while the state court found them guilty of murder.

  


  For the next twenty years, there was a series of appeals, but by 1999, these were exhausted. Awaiting execution, Michael Poland unsuccessfully attempted to escape from prison. He was executed first, on June 16, 1999. For his last meal (as recorded by the Arizona Department of Corrections), he ordered three fried eggs, sunny side up; four slices of bacon; an order of hash browns; two slices of whole wheat toast, with two pats of real butter; two individual-serving boxes of Raisin Bran cereal; two cartons of milk; and two cups of Tasters Choice coffee. Despite that, his last words were, "I'd like to know if you're going to bring me lunch afterward; I'm really hungry. I can't think of anything else."
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    A lethal injection table looks a little like a hospital gurney.

  


  A year later, Patrick followed his brother's steps to the death chamber, but the younger brother's execution was more controversial: there was a last-minute appeal to save his life. Melvin McDonald, the prosecutor who put the Poland brothers on death row, tried to save Patrick Poland from execution. He agreed with the arguments of Patrick Poland's family members: Poland's brothers and sister told of the abuse he had suffered as a child and how he fell under the influence of his older brother, Michael. They said the "evil" older brother led Patrick into crime and murder. Patrick Poland's daughter, Stacey, said if she could start her life over and pick any father, she would still choose Patrick Poland. However, the victims' families also had their say: in light of their suffering, Poland's death was justified.


  The morning of his execution, Patrick Poland requested no special meal. He spent his last hours with a priest, confessing his sins and asking forgiveness, and then he was strapped to a gurney and wheeled into the execution chamber. Minutes before death, he apologized to the families of his victims: "I'm sincere. I'm sorry for the pain and suffering I have caused. I do thank you for your forgiveness." He also spoke to his girlfriend, Sherri Jo Christensen, who attended the execution, assuring her of his love. At 3:03 P.M., the executioner injected lethal chemicals into Patrick Poland; four minutes later, he was dead. According to an Associated Press release, "Yavapai County prosecutor Arthur Markham, who did not prosecute the case, spoke to some of the victims' relatives afterward and said they felt his expressions of remorse were truthful. 'A man would not lie just before death,' Markham said."


  While every death penalty case is unique, the Poland case typifies the ways that the death penalty divides Americans. For the families of the Patrick Poland's victims, it was a long-awaited and just outcome for the brutal death of their loved ones; but for the friends and family of Patrick Poland, it was a sad and unnecessary death. The death penalty is an emotional, complex, and vital issue for criminals, courts, victims, advocates, justice officers, and ordinary citizens in the United States today.


  DEATH PENALTY HISTORY


  For thousands of years, societies used the death penalty as punishment for murder and other crimes. One of the most ancient law codes, the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, lists death as the punishment for the following offenses: giving false testimony; making unproved accusations; theft from temples, state property, or the household of a landowner; receiving stolen goods; helping slaves escape or hiding runaway slaves; damaging the wall of a house; robbery; failure to heed the summons of the king; cheating in the selling of wine; allowing outlaws to congregate in a house without reporting them; violating vows; humiliating a husband; or poor house construction that caused a death.
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