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			Context

			Originally published in 2002, Devil’s Knot: The True Story of the West Memphis Three is part of a mass movement expressing outrage over what many perceived to be the wrongful imprisonment of three young men in Arkansas, seemingly railroaded into conviction for the horrifically sadistic 1993 murder of three young boys. The 1996 movie Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills and its two sequels played a major role in raising public awareness of the plight of the West Memphis Three, and over the years, celebrity supporters such as Johnny Depp and Eddie Vedder further publicized their cause.

			At the time of the book’s first publication in 2002, the West Memphis
				Three were still incarcerated, with Damien Echols facing the death penalty, and
				Jason Baldwin and Jessie Misskelley Jr. serving life sentences. In 2011, they were
				released from prison following a bizarre plea deal in which the state effectively
				refused to admit it had been wrong. Of course, it is impossible to quantify the
				extent to which Devil’s Knot influenced the Arkansas
				court suddenly relenting. But certainly Mara Leveritt was a significant voice among
				the chorus of those demanding a reversal of injustice. 

			Today, the West Memphis Three are free men, but they have not technically been exonerated. And, tragically, they can never get back the years of their lives they spent locked up. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			Mara Leveritt’s book Devil’s Knot raises questions about our modern American justice system: How and why, in the absence of compelling evidence, were three young men scapegoated and—almost literally—demonized because of their lifestyle choices?

			There is no question that the circumstances that led to the now-infamous West Memphis Three murder trial were particularly horrific: In 1993, three eight-year-old boys were brutally tortured and murdered, and their bodies—bound by their own shoelaces—were thrown into a gully. One of the boys was genitally mutilated. Understandably, the people of their Arkansas town were terrified, and the case gained much sensational attention in the local media. 

			But, under pressure to solve the case, West Memphis police called out three teenagers—Damien Echols, Jason Baldwin, and Jessie Misskelley Jr.—on the spurious suspicion that they were part of a satanic cult and that the murders amounted to a ritual sacrifice. These three young men were hardly equipped to fight the legal system. They had grown up in poverty, facing family problems (for instance, Jason discovered his mother after she attempted suicide and called 911 to save her) and, at least in Damien’s case, psychological issues. Jessie, who confessed to the murders under intense police questioning, had an IQ of 80 and the equivalent of a third-grade education. 

			Leveritt convincingly argues that authorities singled out these boys, particularly Damien, because they were different. Media coverage of the case repeated and reinforced outlandish local rumors about the suspects being devil worshippers who engaged in bloody rituals, leading to the widespread perception of the crime (which took place on the night of a full moon) as being a cold-blooded act of human sacrifice. But there was no evidence to substantiate that these allegations were anything more than hearsay. In fact, there was essentially no physical evidence to place the West Memphis Three at the scene or tie them to the crime. 

			Notwithstanding the many eyebrow-raising breaches in protocol committed in the course of the West Memphis police’s investigation, and the glaringly inconsistent and improbable arguments brought forth by prosecutors, all three were convicted. Damien was given the death penalty, and Jason and Jessie life sentences. Upon appeal, the conviction was upheld. Their case received national attention and public sympathy for their plight, thanks in large part to the HBO documentary Paradise Lost and its two sequels. 

			But despite the outcry, the West Memphis Three were not released from prison until a surprise plea deal ended their sentences in 2011—nine years after the original publication date of Devil’s Knot, and 18 years after the crimes were committed. At that point, Damien, Jason, and Jessie had spent half their lives behind bars. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			In modern-day America, we like to believe that we live in a far more enlightened society, with a far more rational and scientific justice system, than the Puritans who burned supposed witches at the stake.

			Yet the story of the West Memphis Three raises unsettling questions about how far that justice system has actually come, when teenagers can be tried and sentenced based on how they present themselves. 

			Need to Know: Mara Leveritt’s mission is to explore how, at least in this case, the modern American justice system devolved back to the “witch hunt” modus operandi of colonial times.

			Part One: The Investigation

			Chapter One: The Murders

			West Memphis, Arkansas, is a town with a strip of road where two interstate highways merge and truckers make pit stops. Near that stretch of road is a wooded area known as Robin Hood, where a large manmade ditch collects rainwater. On May 6, 1993, three eight-year-old boys, naked, bound, and bearing marks of hideous torture, were found in a gully there.

			The boys—Christopher Byers, Michael Moore, and Stevie Branch—had each been reported missing by their parents the previous evening: The three young friends had gone bike riding that night, and the sky was illuminated from the full moon’s glow. It wasn’t until the next morning that Chief Inspector Gary W. Gitchell of the West Memphis police department mounted a concerted search effort. 

			By afternoon, all three boys’ naked bodies and their clothes—which had been tied underwater to sticks stuck in the mud—had been recovered. It was a ghastly sight: Their hands were tied to their feet by their own shoelaces. Their bodies bore horrible wounds, and Christopher had been castrated. 

			Although Gitchell stayed mum with reporters, the Memphis Commercial Appeal got wind of the gory details via a police scanner. Theories almost immediately sprang up among horrified West Memphis residents that the murders were somehow connected to satanic worship. After days went by without leads, the police seemed receptive to taking these spurious rumors as a valid theory.

			Need to Know: On the night of May 5, another police report was filed, stating that a bleeding black man had gone into a restaurant, Bojangles, and used the bathroom, leaving blood smeared on the walls. Reginia Meek, the same cop who had filed reports on Christopher Byers and Michael Moore, took the manager’s report about the “mentally disoriented” man from the drive-through, but did not actually go inside. One can’t help but wonder whether, if she had checked out that bathroom, the West Memphis Three case would have unfolded differently. 

			Chapter Two: The West Memphis Police

			Members of the West Memphis police department, along with members of the Crittenden County drug task force, were being investigated for possible widespread corruption. Some officers had been taking guns seized as evidence in narcotics busts; one, who was pawning the guns to buy drugs, was found murdered. 

			Need to Know: John Mark Byers, stepfather of Christopher, was an undercover informant to the county’s task force and a drug dealer himself. He was chummy with the authorities and socialized with local officers. When he was convicted of threatening to kill his ex-wife, and later busted on drug charges, the charges were wiped out for reasons unknown.

			Chapter Three: The Police Investigation: Part 1

			Police procedure was inconsistent at best. The coroner’s assessment of the bodies was not as precise as it could have been, since police neglected to call him for hours after the bodies were dragged from the water. Autopsy results did not reach the police for weeks.

			Detectives interrogated a wide variety of locals, and were all ears when fielding the many tips that poured in. They took down the account of Michael Moore’s eight-year-old friend Aaron Hutcheson, who claimed to have seen a black man pick the doomed boy up from school; but ignored a tip about John Mark Byers and his wife being drug informants, and did not pursue an interrogation of two young men who had hightailed it to California soon after the incident. One, Christopher Morgan, had confessed that he might have committed the crime while on drugs, then quickly recanted.

			Additionally, detectives’ questioning of the boys’ parents and stepparents, as judged from police records (or lack thereof), seemed spotty. When questioning John Mark Byers, they ignored inconsistencies about the timeline of that night’s search, and failed to venture into topics such as his criminal history.

			Need to Know: West Memphis locals were on edge, putting Gitchell under pressure to make a break in the case. Police were frustrated by the lack of leads—but records suggest that they failed to analyze evidence they did have, to ask certain obviously pertinent questions, or to follow up on those they did ask.

			Chapter Four: The Police Investigation: Part 2

			On some level, the fate of the West Memphis Three might be traced back to one woman who didn’t approve of her daughter’s boyfriend. 

			In 1992, the mother of Deanna Holcomb, then 15, repeatedly called the cops on Damien Echols, 17. After Deanna and Damien were caught with their pants down—literally—in a vacant trailer in the trailer park where Damien lived (unhappily) with his mother, stepfather, and sister, Damien was placed in a juvenile facility.

			Juvenile officer Jerry Driver, for whom cults were evidently a bête noire, became convinced that Damien was into “occult activities,” if not full-blown Satanism. He put Damien into a mental hospital and continued to track him through a family move to Oregon and then, after a family blowup, back with his stepfather in Arkansas.

			Need to Know: Damien Echols had a troubled family life and suffered from bipolar disorder. But he emphatically denied the rumors of Satan worship that dogged him—in fact, he identified with the peaceful and woman-centric practice of Wicca. Authorities nevertheless pegged him into a hole—and it would prove to be a very deep hole indeed.

			Chapter Five: The Prime Suspects

			When Driver suspects Damien, his girlfriend Domini, his close friend Jason Baldwin, and a few other teenagers are the potential murderers—based solely on a hunch—police detective Donald Bray of nearby Marion found Driver’s instincts credible. 

			Driver shared the same list of names with James Sudbury of the West Memphis narcotics task force, and the detective joined Driver’s colleague Steve Jones to interview Damien, Domini, and Jason. Without being briefed on his legal rights, Damien volunteered information, including his psychiatric history, religious beliefs, and awareness of the basic circumstances of the murder. 

			Damien also took a polygraph test. The results were not captured, but the detective who conducted the test asserted that his answers were untruthful. Damien’s ex-girlfriend Deanna (contacted at Driver’s suggestion) and Domini’s male cousin were also polygraphed, and again the officer administering the test declared they had been dishonest. When police told the latter two teens, they suddenly pointed their fingers at Damien.

			Need to Know: Detectives were desperate to solve the high-profile case, suggestible when it came to rumors about Satanism, and eager to seize on potential suspects who fit their theory. They were so eager, in fact, that they questioned minors without a parent or attorney present, conveyed lie detector test results via word of mouth, and shared confidential details of the case off the record. 

			Chapter Six: The Volunteer Detective

			Vicki Hutcheson had been hauled in to the Marion police station on the day of the search for the boys, on suspicion of credit card fraud, but endeared herself to Detective Bray by mentioning that her son Aaron was a friend of Michael Moore. The following week, she met with the detective once more and was asked for any tips that might corroborate the Satanism theory. Hutcheson then took it upon herself to dig up dirt on her neighbors—including Jessie Misskelley Jr., 17, one of the kids Driver suspected of Satanism. She asked Jessie about Damien and Jason, both of whom he knew, but not very well. 

			Jessie was in many respects an easy target. He’d had behavioral problems for most of his life—a history of fighting and violent behavior—and an IQ that hovered below the border of average—and he had dropped out of school at 16.

			Hutcheson told Jessie that she’d like to meet Damien; the cops not only approved of this plan, but suggested she stage her trailer with books on the occult. According to Hutcheson, after this meeting, she saw Damien repeatedly, even accompanying him to a sort of cult orgy—and though her accounts of their time together were sketchy, Gitchell was willing to meet her. 

			Need to Know: Despite a history of acting out violently, Jessie Misskelley Jr. was essentially a naïve young man, susceptible to being manipulated. Facing charges herself, and with reward money for information on the case up for grabs, Vicki Hutcheson certainly had motive to manipulate him—and the police. But detectives were happy to let this self-styled Nancy Drew do their work for them. 

			Chapter Seven: The Confession

			Jessie agreed to be questioned by Detective Mike Allen and to take a polygraph. When Gitchell and Ridge double-teamed him in an aggressive interrogation, a panicked Jessie started telling them whatever they wanted to hear. Being shown a photo of one of the murdered boys’ bodies strongly affected him. Soon enough, Jessie claimed to have witnessed Damien and Jason committing the murders and to have prevented Michael Moore from fleeing the scene. 

			A taped interrogation followed. Ridge asked many leading questions. Jessie’s account of the murders was inconsistent with even the few basic facts the police knew, such as the timeline of May 5’s events, and the way and means in which the boys were bound. (Jessie even claimed that Chris Byers had been strangled, although physical evidence contradicted that scenario.) After six hours, Jessie was led to a cell. 

			Need to Know: The detectives—who knew Jessie well from his juvenile arrests—chose to overlook his limited mental capacity, as well as the blatant inconsistencies of his so-called recollections with the physical evidence. Meanwhile, all Jessie was thinking was that if he gave them the right answers, he would get to go home. 

			Chapter Eight: The Arrests

			On June 3, 1993, Damien and Jason were arrested for murder in a nighttime raid of Damien’s trailer. The next day, Gitchell trumpeted his department’s triumph at a press conference. The transcript of Jessie’s confession was leaked to the media. Press reports played up the satanic angle of the arrests and repeated rumors about the accused.

			But the police, and prosecutors Brent Davis and John Fogleman, were actually concerned about their tenuous case against the trio. They resorted to re-questioning Vicki Hutcheson’s son Aaron. This time, the eight-year-old claimed to have actually witnessed the murders. In two interviews, he gave accounts that contradicted each other as well as the known facts of the case. 

			Need to Know: While publicly bragging that their case was rock-solid, law enforcement officials were actually relying on two supposed eyewitness accounts—one from a mentally deficient teen, the other from a child. Yet they were unfazed by the contradictions within and between these narratives. 

			Part Two: The Trials

			Chapter Nine: The Defendants

			All three suspects were each assigned a pair of court-appointed defense attorneys, and a private investigator named Ron Lax volunteered to help their efforts. One of Jessie’s attorneys, Dan Stidham, was initially vexed by Jessie’s insistence on his innocence. But after months of hearing inconsistent accounts, he came to the conclusion that Jessie really had made up his story of guilt, under pressure from the cops. 

			Need to Know: The team tasked with defending Damien, Jason, and Jessie gradually recognized that, far from being cold-blooded devil worshippers as the press had portrayed them, the three were scared, confused kids, in way over their heads with the legal system.

			Chapter Ten: Release of the Police Files

			Private Investigator Lax was baffled by the chaotic mishmash of documents released by the prosecution and the random order in which they trickled to the defense team. He attempted to catalog the physical evidence that had been amassed—including two sticks that Detective Ridge found in the woods months after the murder that he claimed supported Jessie’s account of how the victims were beaten.

			Need to Know: The prosecution’s documentation and overall investigation seemed to have no rhyme or reason, and there was no transparency as to why certain records had been introduced. 

			Chapter Eleven: The Pretrial Motions

			At the first pretrial hearing on August 4, Judge David Burnett ruled that Jessie would have a separate trial, but Damien and Jason would be tried together—a ruling the latter pair’s lawyers unsuccessfully protested, believing that the public perception of Damien as a cult leader could prejudice jurors against Jason. (Damien wasn’t helping to combat his negative image; Shettles had to chide him for his brash attitude when being brought into court. In fairness, an angry crowd had gathered to shout hateful things at him.)

			During hearings that stretched to November, many other defense motions were similarly rejected. Moreover, Burnett decreed that all three would be tried as adults, although only Damien was 18.

			Meanwhile, Fogleman, intent on bolstering his case with physical evidence, had a police diver search the lake behind the Echols and Baldwin families’ trailer homes—and he turned up a serrated knife. 

			Need to Know: The defense team introduced many motions in an effort to ensure their clients would receive fair trials, but the judge would not budge. The unearthing of a knife in November, many months after the crime, raises questions about the integrity of officials’ evidence-gathering methods. 

			Chapter Twelve: The Private Investigation

			The prosecution’s haphazard non-chronological release of records continued well past August. Reviewing a May interview with John Mark Byers for the first time in November, Lax found it peculiar that Byers had referenced the perpetrators being underage prior to the suspects’ arrests. 

			Lax spoke with a friend of Jessie’s who had told police that Jessie admitted to the killings—but now said that he, like Jessie himself, had offered up that information after being browbeaten by the officers. Lax also spoke with the manager of the Bojangles restaurant, Marty King, about the mysterious bloody man who had used the bathroom on the night of the murders. Amazingly, it turned out that the next night, Detectives Allen and Ridge had visited the scene and collected some of the blood traces and a pair of sunglasses left behind—but never followed up.

			Questioning a neighbor of Vicki Hutcheson’s yielded another disturbing revelation: Aaron had been “out here in the trailer park” on the evening of the murders, contradicting his claim that he had witnessed them. 

			Need to Know: Other parties were conducting their own outside investigation. Documentarians Joe Berlinger and Bruce Sinofsky, capturing footage for what would become Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Woods, the film that brought the case national attention, interviewed the families of the victims and of the accused. John Mark Byers, filmed at the crime scene, delivered an angry and scathing speech aimed at the accused boys. 

			Chapter Thirteen: The Bloodstained Knife

			Weeks prior to Jessie’s January trial, police were sent a knife with blood “consistent with the blood of Chris Byers.” It turned out that John Mark Byers had gifted the knife to a member of the Paradise Lost crew, and the filmmakers had opted to hand it off to police.

			When questioned, Byers initially said he had never used the hunting knife. Then he said he had used it to slice up deer meat for jerky. When DNA results showed the blood was human and also consistent with his own, he said he had cut himself with it. 

			Need to Know: Gary Gitchell’s kid-gloves approach to questioning Byers was rather unusual. Perhaps tellingly, Byers had a history with Fogleman, who had been the prosecutor of a case against him, and Burnett, who had the eventual conviction from this case wiped from Byers’s record. 

			Chapter Fourteen: The First Trial

			Under questioning, Gitchell shrugged off the inconsistencies in Jessie’s story. Vicki Hutcheson was allowed to relay her account of accompanying Damien to a cult orgy called an “esbat.” (She insisted that reward money had nothing to do with her self-appointed detective role.) 

			Crime lab analyst Lisa Sakevicius drew a comparison between fibers from the dead boys’ clothes and “microscopically similar” fibers found in the other two defendants’ homes. The connection was a stretch at best, as Sakevicius admitted under cross-examination. Detective Ridge later testified that the blood traces found in the Bojangles bathroom had gone missing and hence couldn’t be DNA-tested with the hair found in the sheet wrapped around Christopher Byers’s body. 

			Need to Know: The authorities and prosecutor resorted to relying on unreliable testimony, as well as grasping at straws—or rather, fibers—of circumstantial evidence.

			Chapter Fifteen: The in Camera Hearings

			Stidham’s efforts to introduce testimony discrediting Jessie’s confession were shaky. The judge restricted the scope of testimony of an expert on polygraph testing—who was of the opinion that Jessie’s confession was coerced—on the grounds that polygraph test results were not themselves considered admissible evidence. Finally, prosecutors objected to a psychologist being called as an expert witness on interrogation and confession, insisting that his testimony would bias the jury. The judge concurred, and that expert was also allowed a limited line of testimony. 

			Need to Know: With much of his defense attorney’s strategy thwarted, Jessie Misskelley Jr. was handed a verdict of one first-degree and two second-degree murders, and a life sentence with no possibility of parole—plus 40 more years for good measure.

			Chapter Sixteen: The Allegations of Official Misconduct

			While Jessie’s attorneys promised to appeal, the prosecutors hinted to reporters that his life sentence might be reduced “if, for instance, Jessie agreed to testify against Damien and Jason at their upcoming trial.” Damien’s and Jason’s lawyers feared Jessie might go for it. 

			Sheriff’s deputies told the prosecutors that on his way to prison, Jessie again said he was guilty—albeit telling a completely different account of the murder scene. Stidham visited his client and informed prosecutors that Jessie wouldn’t take the stand. So the prosecutors went directly to Judge Burnett and had Jessie taken to a law office in Rector, in the district where the other two teens were to be tried. There, despite Stidham’s protests, Jessie gave prosecutors a statement under oath, again describing a new account of the murder scene. His attorneys asserted that he had perjured himself. 

			Stidham tried to block Fogleman and Davis from contacting Jessie further, accusing them before Judge Burnett of manipulating his client and blatantly violating Jessie’s rights.

			Need to Know: The judge summarily rejected Stidham’s allegations of misconduct. To Jessie’s defense attorneys, it must have seemed that the deck was stacked against them—and against Damien and Jason—thanks to Jessie’s willingness to go on record incriminating them. 

			Chapter Seventeen: The Witness List

			After putting the investigation documents into something resembling order, Lax discovered some conspicuous omissions—for instance, records of detectives’ conversations with the Hutchesons. 

			He set about following up with some of over 200 named potential witnesses for the prosecution, including Vicki and Aaron, and figuring out ways to poke holes in their stories. He reached out to John Mark Byers’s ex-wife, who recalled Byers as abusive and claimed that “she immediately suspected Byers was responsible” for the killings. When she had contacted Gitchell, she said, he had waved away her concerns about her ex. 

			Lax interviewed a teen who had been interviewed without a parent or attorney, polygraphed, and scared into incriminating Damien. He looked into the file of a 16-year-old felony convict who claimed Jason had confessed to him in jail. And Lax went through Damien’s writings and reading material, which the prosecution planned to introduce, concluding—much as author Leveritt later would—that there were parallels between the West Memphis Three’s case and the Salem witch trials. 

			Need to Know: Prior to and during the murder case, authorities seemed to be protecting John Mark Byers, presumably because of his status as a police informant. Though the defense team harbored suspicions about him—or, at least, felt he should have been investigated more thoroughly—they had to walk on eggshells when it came to making any accusations or insinuations. 

			Chapter Eighteen: The Second Trial

			As jury selection went on, the defense had one fewer worry: Stidham told press gathered outside the court that Jessie would not testify. His father and stepmother had talked him out of it—even though Davis and Fogleman had threatened that if Jessie let Damien and Jason go free, he’d be stuck in jail, helpless, while the two teens attacked his girlfriend. The prosecutors denied offering any deal. 

			In opening arguments, defense lawyers decried the police’s inept investigation. Even in his own statement, Fogleman tried to spin the concept of presenting “negative evidence” —meaning, essentially, a lack thereof. 

			The police’s investigation tactics figured in the arguments. The defense noted instances of evidence mishandling, including the mysterious disappearance of the Bojangles blood samples. When Detective Ridge affirmed that the sticks found in Robin Hood woods were not introduced into evidence until Jessie’s confession, Damien’s and Jason’s lawyers called for a mistrial due to the reference to that confession. It was not granted. 

			References to “cult activity” were another point of contention—even among the defense attorneys, who had repeatedly petitioned to separate their two clients’ trials. Jason’s lawyer, Ford, sought to exclude the phrase from the proceedings unless it pertained to physical evidence, so as to avoid jurors labeling his client. Damien’s lawyer, Price, conversely, felt referencing it would demonstrate how investigators had shoehorned circumstantial evidence to fit their devil-worship theory. (For instance, on Ridge’s report of a sighting of black men in the woods, there was an addendum by Gitchell stating that cultists were known to “blacken their faces.”) Judge Burnett decided that questioning about cult activity should take place only if the prosecution ultimately decided to invoke it to establish motive for the killings. 

			Medical examiner Dr. Frank Peretti testified that the Byers boy’s wounds could have been caused by the knife found in the lake—or by his own stepfather’s knife. He went on to analyze the many wounds found on the boys, suggesting that some of Stevie’s and Christopher’s could have been inflicted by a belt buckle. Another noteworthy observation: Although the woods had been infested with mosquitoes on that May night, the bodies bore no bites. 

			Peretti went on to explain that due to the media scrutiny around the case, he opted not to detail the boys’ injuries on the report he sent to police—meaning crucial evidence had been withheld from the investigation. 

			Michael Carson, the teenager who claimed to have been locked up with Jason, testified to having heard him confess to the crime and boast of mutilating Chris Byers. (Later, in prison, Jason received a letter from a prison counselor remorsefully admitting that the details Carson shared on the stand had come from one of their sessions, but that due to confidentiality issues, he was unable to testify to this.)

			Need to Know: For the first time, Peretti ventured an estimate of the time of death, ranging from 1 a.m. to 7 a.m. He had not done so when testifying in Jessie’s trial, and this timeframe did not match Jessie’s confession. Stidham wanted the conviction overturned. 

			Chapter Nineteen: The Motive

			Once prosecutors decided to establish cult involvement as a motive, they brought in all kinds of evidence—the full moon on the night of the murders, the boys’ preferences for heavy metal music and black T-shirts, Damien’s writings and sketches, and Damien’s comments to police about his spiritual beliefs. His ex-girlfriend Deanna testified that Damien had carried a knife. A self-styled cult expert (whose PhD had been obtained via correspondence courses) was allowed to testify for the prosecution, asserting that Damien’s artwork and books were evidence of satanic tendencies.

			After two girls testified that they had overheard Damien confessing to the crimes at a softball game (surprisingly, no attempt was made to link softball to Satan worship), the prosecution rested. 

			The defense team attempted to get their clients immediately acquitted altogether, but when that failed, they plowed on. Damien’s alibi was confirmed by his mother, sister, and family friends. 

			When he took the stand, Damien was quizzed about his hobbies, his religious beliefs, and his taste in books and music. He denied confessing at the softball game, being a Satanist, owning the knife, and committing murder. An expert on police handling of allegedly cult-related crimes refuted the prosecution’s so-called expert testimony.

			John Mark Byers was grilled about his initial inability to recall that he had cut himself with the hunting knife—and the fact that when he last saw Christopher alive, he had beaten him with a belt. 

			But the defense was blocked from discussing the sloppiness of the police investigation. And Christopher Morgan, the young man who had confessed in California to possibly having committed the murders while on drugs, did not want to testify without invoking his Fifth Amendment rights. 

			Jason’s defense team produced a witness who claimed the fibers found on the scene could not have been a match with ones found at Jason’s home—but no others. Jason was disappointed that he had not been called to testify nor have his alibi confirmed. (His lawyers had thought it best to simply keep him under the radar and keep the focus on Damien.) While he initially had faith in the justice system, by trial’s end Jason was concerned by the judge’s rulings, which thwarted the defense team’s strategy at every turn. 

			Need to Know: Lacking evidence that connected Jason with cult activity, prosecutors quietly tried to broker a deal for a reduced sentence in exchange for testimony against Damien. Jason refused, owing to his moral values.

			Chapter Twenty: The Verdicts

			In his closing statement, Fogleman argued, essentially, that a mountain of circumstantial evidence added up to an airtight case—a fairly audacious assertion—and again emphasized Damien’s unorthodox beliefs as proof of motive. 

			Damien’s attorney Val Price countered that the slipshod police investigation and the clues pointing to John Mark Byers’s possible involvement made it impossible to exclude reasonable doubt. Jason’s lawyer Paul Ford echoed the criticism of police mishandling the case, and pointed out that there was nothing to suggest Jason had any connection to the occult or Satanism. 

			The jury announced guilty verdicts for Damien and Jason on March 18. A mob of supporters, detractors, and reporters outside the courthouse erupted into the kind of frenzy that had surrounded the case all along.

			Need to Know: The defense hoped to minimize Damien’s sentence with the testimony of a psychologist who had evaluated him, but the files that were introduced, describing his dark mental state and penchant for drinking blood, did him no favors. Jason was consigned to spend the rest of his life behind bars, while Damien would receive a lethal injection on May 5, 1994—a year to the day after the doomed boys went missing. 

			Part Three: Revelations

			Chapter Twenty-One: The Appeals

			As Damien, Jason, and Jessie struggled to adapt to prison life, their lawyers fought an uphill battle to have their convictions overturned. In February 1996, the Arkansas Supreme Court upheld Jessie’s conviction unanimously. They were likewise unanimous in rejecting Damien’s and Jessie’s appeals, granting the prosecution’s argument that Satanism was relevant to the motive of the crime and that the defendants were engaged in the practice. 

			Need to Know: Although their appeals failed, a grassroots movement advocating the West Memphis Three’s release sprung up after the 1996 premiere of the HBO documentary Paradise Lost. The award-winning film aroused outrage and sympathy for the convicted teens, and the supportive website, wm3.org, was launched. Sympathetic Paradise Lost viewers began contacting the trio. One of these was Lorri Davis, who became a frequent correspondent of Damien’s and later married him in a Buddhist ceremony in prison.

			Chapter Twenty-Two: The Drug Informant

			It wasn’t long after the convictions that a remorseful Vicki Hutcheson started changing her tune. She got in touch with Ron Lax and admitted that the cops had told her what story to give the court, promising to make her own legal issues go away if she testified. The night of the supposed cult orgy, she had drunk a bottle of whiskey and blacked out, waking up outside her house the next day.

			Hutcheson expressed alarm to Lax about John Mark Byers’s demeanor during an appearance on The Maury Povich Show—as did Chris Byers’s biological father, Ricky Murray. Murray called investigators to report that what John Mark Byers had told Maury Povich about his whereabouts on May 5 did not match what he’d said while talking to Murray at Chris’s funeral.

			Meanwhile, both John Mark and Melissa Byers were running into trouble with the law, which included burglary charges. Working for the Arkansas Times, author Mara Leveritt investigated Byers’s criminal history, which dated back to his teenage years. 

			In March 1996, Melissa Byers died unexpectedly. Ricky Murray had told Lax she’d been hooked on heroin since she was 12, and needle marks were found on her body. Prescription drugs were found in her system, although not in lethal amounts. The incident was considered a possible homicide, and no clear resolution was ever reached. Interviewed later, Melissa’s parents claimed that John Mark Byers had abused her. Her father recalled a different sequence of the events of May 5, 1993, contrasting the one that Byers had given police. In this version of the story, Chris’s grandfather was supposed to pick Chris up from school, but John Mark Byers said he would do it instead.

			Need to Know: After getting away with a string of crimes, John Mark Byers was finally sentenced to prison after accidentally dialing an Arkansas state trooper to arrange a marijuana sale. Even then, authorities did not formally put that charge on his record, citing burglary charges instead. During a jailhouse interview, Byers insisted that his role as a drug informant was limited to a one-off Good Samaritan–type incident. 

			Chapter Twenty-Three: The Public

			One of the founders of wm3.org took a course with a forensic profiler who became interested in the case. He examined photos of the bodies and concluded that the boys could not have been murdered in the woods: The mutilation of Chris Byers, as Perotti had also noted in court, would have required a better light source. Moreover, there would have been a lot of blood—and screams, which searchers would have heard. He also surmised that the perpetrator was “someone that the victims knew and trusted.”

			Prominent musicians joined the “Free the West Memphis Three” cause, collaborating on a benefit album. Tom Waits, Pearl Jam’s Eddie Vedder, the Supersuckers, and others contributed tracks, and Vedder went so far as to visit Damien on death row. 

			Need to Know: Many Arkansas residents saw the national outpouring of support for the West Memphis Three, especially from celebrities, as an unwarranted publicity stunt by condescending outsiders. But the musicians who joined the cause were fighting not only for the three young men they felt had been wrongly convicted, but for all teenagers’ freedom to connect with music and express themselves, without fearing judgment of their personal tastes and lifestyle choices. 

			Chapter Twenty-Four: A Decade Behind Bars

			As national attention to the case had been sparked, lawyers were volunteering to assist the West Memphis Three in filing a Rule 37 petition as a last-ditch effort. This petition allows convicted people to argue that their trials had been unfair. The petition hearing focused on the defense attorneys’ appropriation of funds and failure to object to the psychological testimony about Damien Echols at his sentencing. But once again, unsurprisingly, Judge Burnett ruled in his own favor. 

			In 2001, the case was escalated to the state’s Supreme Court, where a lawyer who’d offered his services for free, Edward Mallett, argued that Damien’s mental condition was not given sufficient weight. 

			Simultaneously, Stidham sought for Burnett to approve retesting of evidence items in light of recent advances in DNA testing, but his efforts were fruitless.

			Need to Know: The poverty of the three defendants was a significant factor in the quality of justice—or lack thereof—they were able to obtain. Once legal heavyweights came on board to offer assistance, it was too late.

			In an ironic twist, Jerry Driver was charged with theft after his juvenile probation department was audited, and he pled no contest—to Judge Burnett.

			Epilogue

			Throughout the events that unfolded, Leveritt points out, children and young people were victimized and manipulated, rather than protected, by adults. 

			Need to Know: In the case of the West Memphis Three, the fundamental principle of “innocent until proven guilty” seems to have been turned on its head by the justice system.  

			Afterword—2003

			Leveritt explains why she called the book The Devil’s Knot. The phrase refers both to the knotted shoelaces that bound the three young boys and to the legal entanglements that trapped Damien, Jason, and Jessie.

			Need to Know: Writing 18 months after 9/11, Leveritt presciently raises the specter of Islamophobia, suggesting that society might target Muslims as criminals much just as the West Memphis Three were targeted for supposedly being Satanists. Indeed, the debate over America’s perception and treatment of Muslim citizens and immigrants today is a heated and polarizing one. 

			Afterword—2011

			The circuit court hearing that finally freed the West Memphis Three in 2011 reversed a miscarriage of justice—but hardly satisfied advocates of the trio’s exoneration. In order to attain their freedom, all three had to consent to a plea deal—stipulating that they would admit their guilt while simultaneously maintaining their innocence—or continue to languish in prison during an indefinite appeals process. It seemed that, in effect, the state was seeking to save face. 

			Need to Know: The twisted terms of the plea deal formed another of the “knots” Leveritt describes in her 2003 afterword. Damien, Jason, and Jessie were allowed to go free—but on the court’s terms, with no unambiguous declaration of their innocence. The perpetrator (or perpetrators) of the brutal murders of those young boys still has not been brought to justice.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			May 5, 1993: Three eight-year-old boys are reported missing in West Memphis, Tennessee. Around the same time, a restaurant manager reports that a bleeding man came into the ladies’ room and left blood on the walls.

			May 6, 1993: The three boys’ naked bodies are found in the woods, bearing marks of hideous torture and, in one case, genital mutilation. 

			May 7, 1993: Damien Echols is first questioned by police about the murders.

			June 2, 1993: Jessie Misskelley Jr. gives police a confession he will later retract, and is taken into custody.

			June 3, 1993: Damien Echols and Jason Baldwin are arrested.

			June 7, 1993: Defense attorneys are assigned to the accused teens.

			August 4, 1993: Damien, Jason, and Jessie are taken to their first pre-trial hearing.

			September 9, 1993: Seth Damien Azariah Teer, Damien’s son with Domini Teer, is born.

			November 17, 1993: A police diver finds a serrated knife in the lake behind Jason’s family’s mobile home.

			January 18, 1994: Jessie Misskelley Jr.’s trial begins. 

			February 5, 1994: Jessie Misskelley Jr. is found guilty and sentenced to life in prison.

			February 19, 1994: Damien Echols’s and Jason Baldwin’s trial begins.

			March 18, 1994: Damien Echols and Jason Baldwin are found guilty; days later, they are sentenced to death and life in prison, respectively.

			February 19, 1996: The Arkansas Supreme Court unanimously upholds Jessie’s conviction on appeal.

			March 29, 1996: Melissa Byers, mother of Christopher Byers, is pronounced dead. 

			June 10, 1996: Paradise Lost: The Child Murders at Robin Hood Hills premieres on HBO.

			December 23, 1996: The Arkansas Supreme Court unanimously upholds Damien’s and Jason’s convictions on appeal. 

			May 5, 1998: The first hearing on Damien’s Rule 37 petition takes place.

			March 19, 1999: The final hearing on Damien’s Rule 37 petition concludes.

			June 17, 1999: Damien’s Rule 37 petition is denied. 

			March 13, 2000: Paradise Lost: Revelations premieres on HBO.

			August 29, 2000: John Mark Byers is released from prison after 15 months served for burglary charges.

			August 13, 2011: A circuit court hearing frees the West Memphis Three thanks to a plea deal.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Mike Allen: A sergeant and detective in the West Memphis police department.

			Jason Baldwin: A bright, creative teenager and fan of heavy metal music, he sees his dreams of becoming a commercial artist destroyed when he is convicted of murder.

			Donald Bray: A detective with the Marion Police Department.

			Judge David Burnett: The judge who presides over the West Memphis Three’s trial; it is well-known that he is suspicious of court testimony involving psychoanalytic analysis and is a stickler for efficiency.

			John Mark Byers: Step- and adoptive father of murder victim Christopher, he leads a double life as both drug dealer and narcotics task force informant.

			Melissa Byers: The wife of John Mark Byers and mother of Christopher.

			Brent Davis: The district prosecutor, he tries the cases along with John Fogleman.

			Jerry Driver: A juvenile officer convinced that local teenagers, particularly Damien Echols, are involved in cults. 

			Damien Echols: A spiritual, literate practitioner of Wicca who suffers from bipolar disorder, he is branded a satanic cult leader. 

			Paul Ford: One of Jason’s court-appointed defense attorneys.

			John Fogleman: The prosecuting attorney who tries the cases of the West Memphis Three. 

			Gary W. Gitchell: The head of the West Memphis, Arkansas, police department.

			Gail Grinnell: The mother of accused murderer Jason Baldwin.

			Pamela Hobbs: The mother of murder victim Stevie Branch.

			Terry Hobbs: The stepfather of murder victim Stevie Branch.

			Aaron Hutcheson: An eight-year-old friend of murder victim Michael Moore, he tells police inconsistent accounts about his presence at the murder scene.

			Vicki Hutcheson: Aaron’s mother, who, with the police’s approval, appoints herself as an unofficial detective and befriends Jessie and Damien to collect information (and, perhaps, a monetary reward for doing so). 

			Ron Lax: A Memphis-based private investigator, he volunteers to help the West Memphis Three’s defense attorneys.

			Jessie Misskelley Jr.: With a borderline average IQ and an education level equivalent to a third-grader’s, he is evidently coerced by police into confessing to the murders.

			Val Price: One of Damien’s court-appointed defense attorneys.

			Bryn Ridge: A detective with the West Memphis Police Department.

			Glori Shettles: A counselor who meets with Damien in prison, she’s sincerely concerned about his mental state.

			Dan Stidham: One of Jessie’s court-appointed defense attorneys.

			James Sudbury: A West Memphis narcotics detective, implicated in a department corruption scandal.

			Domini Teel: Damien’s girlfriend at the time of the murders; she gives birth to their son, Seth, while he is incarcerated.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“‘So we stood out because, even though Damien and I dressed different from each other, we was also different from everybody else.’”

			Jason Baldwin recalls how he and Damien Echols bonded in the face of classmates ostracizing them. The two had different interests—Jason was into heavy metal, while Damien liked Pink Floyd, for instance—but the fact that neither fit in with the prevailing culture of their town caused them to stick together.

			“‘I didn’t know what was going on.… Because how could my brain be telling him that I was sitting there lying? It got me confused.’”

			Jessie Misskelley Jr. takes a polygraph test without fully comprehending how it works, and becomes bewildered and agitated—eventually leading him to declare that he witnessed the murders. He describes how the police officers yell at him, telling him they know he was involved in the killings, and how eventually he just begins to repeat their own story back to them so that they let him go home.

			“‘It was one of the most ironic moments of the entire ordeal.… There I was, sitting in a jail cell with this confessed satanic killer, and he’s asking me who ‘Satin’ is.’”

			Jessie’s defense attorney is incredulous that when shown a pamphlet about Satan, the barely literate teen mispronounces the name. According to police and prosecutors, Jessie and the other defendants are actually worshippers of Satan, but Jessie doesn’t even know how to spell the word, nor that Satan is another name for the devil. He also didn’t understand for months that his lawyer was there to defend him, thinking that lawyers were something along the lines of police officers.

			“[Damien] discovered that being ridiculed for being strange—something he could choose for himself—was better than being ridiculed for things he could not control.”

			Damien explains to counselor Glori Shettles that growing up in poverty and being bullied was part of the genesis of the misfit persona he adopted in high school. But much of the behavior is simply that of a normal teenage boy—he tells her that he began wearing all black simply because his girlfriend said he looked good in it.

			“‘I didn’t think there was no possible way they could find us guilty when we didn’t do it.… It’s not what I was raised up to believe would happen in America.’” 

			Jason recalls his belief prior to the trial. Even when offered plea deals in return for testifying against Damien, Jason had refused because he knew neither of them had committed the murders. But the trial eroded his faith in the justice system. He came to believe that Judge Burnett was as biased against them as the police and prosecutors were. 

			“‘Where the Metallica music is concerned, we do have empirical evidence to suggest that the music does not cause the kind of harm that is imputed to it, that is, that it will lead people to commit crimes.’”

			Testifying for the defense, “cult cop” expert Robert Hicks refutes the idea that musical taste is an indicator or predictor of criminal activity. He discusses the way that police tend to misunderstand what “occult” actually means, and assume that it simply means people who believe things that they themselves don’t.

			“‘My timeline on May 5 makes O. J. Simpson’s look like Swiss cheese.’”

			In an interview, John Mark Byers insists he’s unfazed by suspicions he was involved in the boys’ murders. While he says that his movements are all accounted for on the day that his stepson disappeared, there are, in fact, conflicting stories about where he was and what he was doing.

			“Children don’t write their own tragedies. This is the work of adults.”

			Leveritt contends that children were victimized in the West Memphis Three case by adults who should have been protecting them. She’s referring not only to the murdered boys, but also to the West Memphis Three themselves, who were bullied and manipulated by authorities, generally without their parents present.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Metallica, Jason Baldwin’s longtime favorite band, consented to have their music used in the Paradise Lost documentary about the case.

					At one point after his release, Damien Echols lived in Salem, Massachusetts—the site of the infamous Salem Witch Trials that Leveritt invokes in comparison to the West Memphis case.

					Damien Echols met his future wife, Lorri Davis, after she saw Paradise Lost and wrote him a sympathetic letter in 1996. 

					In the 2013 movie adaptation of Devil’s Knot, British actor Colin Firth plays Memphis-based private investigator Ron Lax. 

					Jason Baldwin collaborated on a book about his experiences with Devil’s Knot author Mara Leveritt. It’s called Dark Spell: Surviving the Sentence.

					Damien’s given name was Michael. He chose to call himself Damien after the saint during a period of deep interest in Catholicism—but his detractors suspected he was really paying tribute to the devil child in the horror movie The Omen.

					After his release, Jason Baldwin moved to Seattle at the urging of Pearl Jam singer Eddie Vedder.

					Another documentary about the case, West of Memphis, was released in 2012, after the Three’s release.

					Damien Echols is now an artist and a writer. His book Life After Death, about his experiences as a death row inmate, was published in 2013.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			“Cult cops”: Police officers focused on rooting out occult activity, which they believe leads to crime. 

			Discovery: The process by which an attorney or legal team obtains information from the opposing side in order to build a case before the trial.

			Ex parte: Communications between a judge and one legal team, without the other present. 

			In Camera: Hearings between judges and lawyers to which the jury is not to be made privy. The hearings may be held in the judge’s chambers or at the bench. 

			Occult: Primarily meaning “hidden,” the term was used interchangeably with “Satanic” in media and officials’ coverage of the murders.

			Robin Hood: The wooded area in West Memphis, Arkansas, near a heavily trafficked truck stop, and where the bodies were found. 

			SRA: “Satanic ritual abuse,” a phrase coined to describe the supposed phenomenon of devil worship.

			Voir dire: The process of attorney questioning to vet potential jurors before a trial. 

			Wicca: A branch of witchcraft focused on honoring the spiritual powers of women and the Earth. Damien Echols identified as a Wiccan.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					Booker Worthen Prize winner

			

			“Any good reporter knows that you tell the whole story and you never attempt to sway readers one way or the other. You are to remain objective—tell the facts. And Leveritt does just that.” —Memphis Flyer

			“The abuses of the criminal justice system shown here are so blatant—and so profoundly tragic—that they would be hard to believe were it not for the depth and even-handedness of Mara Leveritt’s reporting.” —Sister Helen Prejean, author of Dead Man Walking

			“Sure to be locally controversial, Leveritt’s carefully researched book offers a riveting portrait of a down-at-the-heels, socially conservative rural town with more than its share of corruption and violence.” —Publishers Weekly

			“Well written in descriptive language, Devil’s Knot is an indictment of a culture and legal system that failed to protect children as defendants or victims. Highly recommended.” —Library Journal

		

	
		
			About Mara Leveritt

			Prize-winning author Mara Leveritt is an investigative journalist based in Arkansas and a contributing editor to the Arkansas Times. She has an honorary doctorate from the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. Her work in both journalism and long-form nonfiction is focused on crimes and the flawed American legal system in which they are tried. Leveritt is a crusader against corruption and bias within the system, and not just via her writing. In 2011, she filed a federal civil rights lawsuit with the Arkansas Supreme Court’s Committee on Professional Conduct, challenging its policy of keeping allegations of attorney misconduct confidential and exempt from the Freedom of Information Act. Along with the saga of the West Memphis Three, Leveritt has closely followed the case of, and advocated for, Tim Howard, an Arkansas man formerly on death row. 

			Leveritt’s first book, 1998’s The Boys on the Tracks, won Arkansas’ Booker Worthen prize, as did Devil’s Knot. Devil’s Knot was adapted into a fictionalized 2013 feature film starring Colin Firth and Reese Witherspoon. Working with West Memphis Three member Jason Baldwin, Leveritt published Dark Spell: Surviving the Sentence, the sequel to Devil’s Knot, in 2014. She plans to publish a third book in the Devil’s Knot trilogy. Another story of crime in Arkansas, The Mena File, was published in 2016.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“Catching Up With Damien Echols, Former Death Row Inmate and a Member of the West Memphis Three.” Vice.com

			“Decades without daylight: ‘West Memphis Three’ describe life in prison.” CNN

			“Pam Hicks, Mother Of West Memphis Three Victim, Names New ‘Suspects’ In Affidavit.” The Huffington Post

			“West Memphis Three, a Year Out of Prison, Navigate New Paths.” The New York Times

			 “The West Memphis Three: Where Are They Now?” Crimefeed.com

			Books

			The Boys on the Tracks by Mara Leveritt

			Dark Spell: Surviving the Sentence by Mara Leveritt, with Jason Baldwin

			Life After Death by Damien Echols

			Untying the Knot: John Mark Byers and the West Memphis Three by Greg Day

			Yours for Eternity: A Love Story on Death Row by Lorri Davis and Damien Echols
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