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On April 15, 2011, the death penalty community lost one of its pioneers with the death of Marie McFadden Deans.  For three decades, Marie fought on multiple fronts – from working to bring basic conditions of decency to the men who inhabited Virginia’s death row and refining the use of mitigation evidence in death penalty trials to struggling to exonerate factually innocent men.  Her contributions to the fight against the death penalty cannot be exaggerated. 


A native of Charleston, South Carolina, Marie came to social activism at an early age as she joined protesters who dared to integrate lunch counters in the South.  Her devotion to abolishing the death penalty was sparked by the brutal murder of her beloved mother-in-law Penny Deans by an escaped convict.  In the face of such a horrific loss, Marie responded by founding Murder Victims’ Families for Reconciliation, an organization, in Marie’s own words, designed to give those who opposed the death penalty “a voice” and “a safe place from which they could speak out.”  Marie also joined Amnesty International and toured some of the more notorious death rows across the country - documenting the widespread abuses and providing needed data to litigate the cruel and unusual conditions routinely imposed on the rows’ forgotten inhabitants.

Marie’s death penalty work took a fateful turn in the mid 1970’s, when she was asked to visit with a schizophrenic inmate on South Carolina’s death row named Joseph Carl “J.C.” Shaw and convince him to not abandon his appeals.  Shaw was the first inmate scheduled to be executed in South Carolina since the Supreme Court reinstated the death penalty in Gregg v. Georgia, and Marie was astonished to find that neither the head of the South Carolina prison system nor the warden of the death row wanted to see Shaw executed.   Despite the hundreds of visits Marie would subsequently make to death row, she distinctly remembered her first “terrifying” visit to a death row and her initial meeting with Shaw.  “I was stunned at myself for being stunned by him because I didn’t know you could murder someone and look so human,” Marie recalled years later.  “I had all the prejudices that everybody else had that don’t know any better.” 

Marie felt like she stumbled through her first visit with Shaw, and she was surprised when he asked her to come back to see him again – a request that Marie later “berated” herself for agreeing to.  Yet Marie did come back, and after several months she had convinced Shaw to pick up his appeals.   By 1977 Marie found herself serving as a liaison between the death row inmates and the South Carolina prison system.  Many times Marie would meet with the entire death row, sitting with the men in a small room designated as the death row chapel.   As a sign of the confidence that the warden and the corrections officers had in Marie, no prison officials would attend the meetings – a practice that originally shocked Marie.  

In 1983, Marie moved to Virginia at the urging of Joseph Ingle, a minister and director of the Southern Coalition on Jails and Prisons.  Ingle had recently travelled to Virginia to visit Frank Coppola – the first man scheduled to be executed in Virginia since the United States Supreme Court lifted the ban on capital punishment.  Shaken by the conditions of confinement that he witnessed on Virginia’s death row at the notorious Mecklenburg Correctional Center in Boydton, Virginia, Ingle asked Marie to come to Virginia and create an organization that would fight for basic legal rights for the men on Virginia’s death row.  Marie came, organized the Virginia Coalition on Jails and Prisons, and spent the next twenty years fighting for those members of society that had been labeled monsters and forgotten. 

The friendship and support that Marie unselfishly gave to the men of death row extended to the death chamber itself, and Marie was present at the execution of 34 men in Virginia and South Carolina – an experience that left her emotionally scarred for the rest of her life.  Marie could never bring herself to watch the execution itself, but the smells and sounds of the electric chair haunted her dreams and triggered panic attacks.  Yet Marie returned to the death house again and again, suppressing her own fears because others needed her.  “These men would say to me, ‘I want you there because I need to deal with things and I don’t know how to do it.’”  And Marie would come.
Conscious of the fact that she was the only lifeline for the men on death row, Marie used her relationship with the inmates to bring some degree of order to the row.  Marie designated trustworthy inmates as monitors for the separate death row pods. “I assigned people on death row that I trusted to take people [newer and younger inmates] under their wing, watch them, make sure nothing happened to them,” explained Marie. “I also was able to talk to some of the guards to say ‘look if anything happens to this kid you’re going to hear from me.’”  Inmates who did not toe the line received a tongue lashing from Marie and were faced with the real threat of losing her services.   When one inmate on Virginia’s death row physically assaulted a fellow inmate, he felt the full force of Marie’s fury.  “I told him ‘I’m out here living on a pauper’s wage and trying to raise my son and working like 120 hours a week to prove that ya’ll are not a future danger and you just go out and prove that you are.  I’m trying to keep your ass out of the electric chair and you’re trying to put everybody’s in it.’”  The message was understood, and the misbehaving inmate became one of Marie’s most trusted death row monitors.  In short, the men of the row did not cross Marie Deans. 
The death row inmates themselves were very protective of their champion, and tried, in their limited circumstances, to express their gratitude to the woman who fought to save them.  They painted pictures for Marie (until the Department of Corrections took away their painting supplies), carved statues out of soap, and fashioned jewelry boxes out of match sticks.  And when death row inmate Willie Leroy Jones sat down to his final meal, he demanded that Marie, exhausted and surviving on a diet of caffeine and cigarettes, eat part of his potato so that she would keep up her strength.   Marie later described the sharing of the food as “taking communion” in the death house.
While Marie originally came to Virginia to help bring basic human rights to its death row, her focus quickly expanded to the men who were on trial for their lives.  Marie was incensed by a legal system which shackled indigent defendants with poorly trained defense attorneys and inadequate investigatory resources.  Marie quickly taught herself how to be a mitigation expert, and she spent hundreds of hours interviewing family members, collecting records, and talking to doctors and psychologists. A natural story teller who had once dreamed of becoming a full-time author, Marie possessed the innate talent to weave together the information that she gathered into a compelling narrative that would be presented to a jury weighing whether to sentence the defendant to life or death.  Largely because of her efforts, only two of the 200 men that Marie helped defend during their sentencing hearings were ultimately given the death penalty.  


Marie also became involved in the appellate process, and she spent countless hours finding inmates attorneys, filing mitigation evidence in support of habeas petitions, and petitioning governors for clemency for her clients.  Marie’s greatest triumph was the exoneration of death row inmate Earl Washington, Jr., a mentally handicapped man whose false confession was the product of police coercion and manipulation.  Earl came within days of being executed before a fellow death row inmate named Joe Giarratano brought Washington’s story to her attention.  Washington would subsequently be awarded almost two million dollars in damages for the imprisonment that resulted from the fabrication of evidence against him and would become one of the compelling stories cited in the steady rise of death row exonerations across the country. 
Ironically, it would be the same Joe Giarratano that Marie would spend the rest of her life unsuccessfully fighting to free.  Convinced of his factual innocence, Marie’s campaign for clemency convinced one Virginia governor – Douglas Wilder – to grant Giarratano a conditional pardon and a new trial.  Tragically, the Virginia attorney general’s office refused to schedule a second trial and Giarratano has remained in prison ever since.  As her health steadily declined Marie continued to fight for Giarratano’s release, and she was devastated when outgoing Virginia Governor Tim Kaine, who himself had once defended death penalty clients, declined without comment to consider Giarratano’s clemency appeal. 
In 1994, the Virginia Coalition on Jails and Prisons shuttered its doors after funding dried up.  Marie never made more than $13,000 a year as the head of the Coalition, and in the final year of its existence she drew no salary at all.   But Marie shouldered on, founding the Virginia Mitigation Project and continuing to work to bring justice and basic human rights to the men and women who faced death at the hands of the state.   She lectured.  She debated.  She shared her expertise on mitigation.  She never stopped fighting.

How are we to remember and honor this unique woman?  Marie resisted efforts by others to publicly celebrate her work, and she despised the label that some bestowed upon her as “the angel of death row.”  When asked to come up with a more appropriate label, Marie, with a throaty laugh, announced that she wanted to be remembered as “a courageous fool” – a woman who overcame her anxiety and fears to walk daily amongst the damned and fight those battles that many deemed unwinnable.  Her courage, her passion, her energy, her no-nonsense attitude, her voice, and her love will be desperately missed by the men and women who sit in death rows across this country.
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