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CONTENT WARNING: This series contains 
references to vulgar language and violent acts 
that may be objectionable to some readers 
and that parents may find inappropriate for 
their children.

Editor’s note: This series is the 
product of a six-year investigation by 
former Daily News-Miner reporter 
Brian O’Donoghue and his journalism 
students at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks, with support from the News-
Miner. Part one of seven.

By BRIAN  O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

T
he victim’s waist straddled 
Ninth Avenue’s curb. His 
head rested on the pave-
ment.

“Look, look,” cried the 
front passenger of the approaching Cut-
lass that Saturday, 0ct. 11, 1997.

The time was about 2:45 a.m. 
“There’s a little boy.”
Drawing closer, the driver noticed 

puffs of breath rising in the early morn-
ing chill. The youngster looked bruised 
and battered but alive.

The woman who first spied him began 
getting out. 
Friends 
stopped her; 
what if those 
responsible 
were still 
around?

The group 
roared off 
seeking help.

John 
Hartman, 
then just 
weeks past 

his 15th birthday, would linger in a coma 
at Fairbanks Memorial Hospital until his 
death the following evening.

Police swiftly arrested four suspects. 
Marvin Roberts, Eugene Vent, George 
Frese and Kevin Pease stood trial and 
were convicted in 1999. They are serving 
prison sentences ranging from 33 to 79 
years for the teenager’s slaying. 

A decade after Hartman’s murder, 
Alaska courts still wrestle with the case. 
The Alaska Supreme Court has agreed 
to review Pease’s conviction. This week, 
a lower court is scheduled to hear Vent’s 
claims of new evidence.

Procedural issues dominate these 
ongoing court reviews.

It’s the larger questions about the 
integrity of the system that trouble 
Athabascans tied by family and heritage 
to three of the convicted men. 

“We call forth and challenge the legal 
community and the institutions to revis-
it this case,” said Jerry Isaac, president 
of Tanana Chiefs Conference, speaking 
this March at a rally supporting the men 
convicted of Hartman’s murder. The 
chief executive of the Interior’s largest 

Decade of Doubt
John Hartman’s 1997 murder remains divisive for the Interior

Heather Taggard/News-
Miner

The late Shirley 
Demientieff leads a 
2003 protest march 
in support of the 
four men convicted 
of murdering John 
Hartman in Octo-
ber 1997.

Photo courtesy Hartman family

John Hartman, a linebacker for the 
city’s youth league Redskins, had 
ambitions of landing a college foot-
ball scholarship, according to friends, 
before his murder in October 1997.

News-Miner file

Court officer Cheryl Jasper, bottom left, escorts the four men accused of killing John Hartman into Fairbanks Superior 
Court for their arraignment in October 1997. From left are Eugene Vent, George Frese, Marvin Roberts and Kevin Pease.

decade of
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The Associated 
Press

Black-I Robot-
ics founder 
Brian Hart, 
whose son 
was killed 
during an 
ambush in 
Iraq in 2003, 
is seen with 
a six-wheel 
cost-effective 
robot that 
his company 
designed 
to protect 
troops and 
perform 
certain risky 
missions.

The Associated Press

TYNGSBOROUGH, Mass. — The 
knock on Brian Hart’s door came at 
6 a.m. An Army colonel, a priest and 
a police officer had come to tell Hart 
and his wife that their 20-year-old 
son had been killed when his military 
vehicle was ambushed in Iraq.

Brian Hart didn’t channel his 
grief quietly. Committed to “prevent-
ing the senseless from recurring,” he 
railed against the military on his blog 
for shortcomings in supplying armor 
to soldiers. The one-time Republican 
teamed with liberal Sen. Edward 
Kennedy to tell Congress that the 
Pentagon was leaving soldiers ill-
equipped.

And then Hart went beyond 

A father’s grief inspires new generation of military robots

Please see ROBOTS, Page A7

By ANNE SUTTON
Associated Press Writer

JUNEAU — An Alaska Native 
corporation will receive tens of 
thousands of acres of federally 
owned land — including prime 
timberlands and sacred tribal 
sites — under legislation being 
advanced by U.S. Rep. Don 
Young.

Sealaska Corp., which repre-
sents 17,000 shareholders across 
southeast Alas-
ka and beyond, 
claims it was 
shorted of land 
given to the other 
11 Alaska-based 
regional Native 
c o r p o r a t i o n s 
under the 1971 
Alaska Native 
Claims Settle-
ment Act. The 
13th — called the 13th Regional 
Corp. and based in Seattle — did 
not receive any land.

Under Young’s bill, the corpo-
ration will pick and choose about 
125 square miles from public 
lands across the region, bypass-
ing a pool of land already set aside 
for the purpose — some of which 

Sealaska
could see 
land claim
resolution

Young

The Associated Press

ANCHORAGE — Three Cali-
fornia men died and two Michi-
gan men were critically hurt in 
a vehicle rollover on Alaska’s 
Parks Highway, state troopers 
said Saturday.

Troopers identified the dead 
as 21-year-old William Bradley, 
21-year-old Nathan Pollard and 
21-year-old Jerry Luzzi. The 
injured were identified as 20-
year-old Matthew Holmes and 
19-year-old Christopher Niles.

The hometowns of the five 
were not immediately available.

Bradley was driving a 2003 
Infiniti on Friday night when 
the vehicle rolled several times, 

3 die, 2 hurt   
in crash on
Parks Hwy.

Please see LAND, Page A7

Please see FATAL, Page A7
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Native nonprofit corporation 
criticized the prosecution’s use of 
“questionable evidence.”  

Don Honea, ceremonial chief 
of more than 40 Interior villages, 
is characteristically blunt about 
the message he and others see 
delivered in the Hartman ver-
dicts. “Those boys were railroad-
ed,” he said, adding that Natives 
feel “they don’t have a chance 
if they go against the white sys-
tem.”

Fairbanks Police Chief Dan 
Hoffman counters by noting that 
Pease, who isn’t Alaska Native, 
received what amounts to a life 
sentence. “That defendant was 
treated no better, or no worse,” 
the chief said last spring.

For his part, chief prosecutor 
Jeff O’Bryant 
draws confi-
dence from the 
collective nature 
of those verdicts, 
which stemmed 
from not one but 
a series of tri-
als. “Thirty-six 
different people, 
looking at all 
the evidence 
— three dif-
ferent times,” 
O’Bryant said 
in an interview 
several years 
ago. “Basically, 
arguably, coming 
to the same gen-
eral conclusion.”

This seven-
part series offers 
no proof of guilt 
or innocence. 
It does docu-
ment gaps in the 
police investiga-
tion that raise 
questions about 
the victim’s last 
conscious hours. 
It points out 
that the group 
convicted of the 
teen’s murder 
may have been 
prosecuted 
with forms of 
evidence iden-
tified later in 
national studies 
as contributing 
to some wrong-

ful prosecutions elsewhere. And 
it shows how rulings from this 
state’s courts have undermined 
Alaska Native confidence in the 
justice system by keeping juries 
from weighing all that’s known 
about the crime.

Among the series’ observa-
tions:

• The police investigation 
remained focused on suspects 
flagged through a pair of confes-
sions, subsequently retracted, 
despite lab tests that yielded no 
supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained unaware 
that state crime lab experts 
couldn’t match Frese’s boots 
with photos of Hartman’s bruis-
es. Though it bore the lab’s logo, 
the suggestive exhibit presented 
at trial was a non-scientific photo 
overlay assembled by police and 
the district attorney. Recent 
studies have shown that evidence 
lacking forensic merit often fig-
ures in convictions that are later 
overturned. 

• Detectives referred to ficti-
tious evidence throughout the 
interrogations that yielded con-
fessions from Vent and Frese. 

Employing such trickery on sus-
pects who profess no memory of 
a crime, while standard practice 
in 1997, today draws specific cau-
tions in the nation’s standard-
setting criminal interrogation 
manual. The revisions reflect les-
sons learned from re-examining 
tactics used in obtaining confes-
sions later proven false in cases 
that sent innocent people to jail.  

• The state’s case strongly 
relied upon identifications made 
by an eyewitness standing 550 
feet from a robbery. The distance 
raises the possibility of witness 
misidentification, which has 
emerged as the leading common 
denominator among hundreds of 
errant murder and rape convic-
tions. 

• Police paid scant attention 
to the last person known to have 
been with Hartman. Chris Stone, 
a 14-year-old self-described meth-
amphetamine addict, had been 
hospitalized following a similar 
assault only weeks prior. And 

jurors never heard about Stone’s 
attention-getting entrance 
into Carrs-Foodland about the 
time Hartman lay dying in the 
street. Also, no one involved in 
the Hartman case had access to 
Stone’s sworn statement, sealed 
in an unrelated juvenile pro-
ceeding, suggesting, under one 
interpretation, awareness of his 
friend’s plight.

All of this has contributed, in 
the eyes of many, to a decade of 
doubt.

Swift arrests,          
shaken spirits

Two days after Hartman’s 
fatal beating at Ninth Avenue 
and Barnette Street, four current 
and former basketball players 
from Howard Luke Academy, a 
predominantly Alaska Native 
alternative high school that 
has since closed, faced murder 
charges. Bail was set at $1 mil-

lion apiece for 20-year-old Frese, 
17-year-old Vent, and Pease and 
Roberts, both 19.

At a news conference that 
day, Fairbanks Police Lt. Paul 
Keller explained that detectives 
had statements from two of 
the young men acknowledging 
their own roles in Hartman’s 
death and implicating the oth-
ers. “After the physical assault, 
he was sexually assaulted,” the 
detective said.

Police hadn’t found ties 

between the suspects and the vic-
tim or determined any motive for 
the crime. Keller characterized 
the murder as an act of “random 
street violence.”

Prior to the crime, locals 
drew a sense of security from 
the Interior’s daunting winters 
and relative isolation. Savagery 
of this sort was more commonly 
associated with Los Angeles, New 
York and other major population 
centers. Most perceived Fair-
banks and its surrounding urban 

community of roughly 52,000 as 
fundamentally different, a special 
place united by shared hardships 
and rooted in a self-reliant fron-
tier heritage.

Hartman’s brutal murder 
downtown prompted civic leaders 
to convene a rare town meeting. 
“I’m not satisfied to live in a 
community where someone can-
not walk down the street without 
getting assaulted or killed,” then-

HARTMAN: Teen’s murder creates racial rift throughout Interior, villages
Continued from Page A1

Please see HARTMAN, Page A6

Eric Engman/News-Miner

Above, supporters of the four convicted men rally Oct. 12, 2007, 
in front of the Rabinowitz Courthouse to bring continued atten-
tion to the 10-year-old case of four young men found guilty of 
beating 15-year-old John Hartman to death. Many people con-
tinue to voice the innocence of the four men.

Sean Bigge/UAF Journalism

At right, Don Honea, a Ruby elder and ceremonial chief of more 
than 40 Interior villages, vents frustration to reporters following 
the 2003 appellate hearing in Fairbanks. Honea contends white 
suspects would never have been convicted on such evidence. 

Frese

Pease

Vent

Roberts

John Hagen/News-Miner

Attorney Dick Madson addresses the Alaska Court of Appeals on May 6, 2003, in the Rabinowitz Courthouse in Fairbanks. Madson failed to persuade the panel that his client, Marvin Roberts, deserves 
a new trial. From left are Judge David Mannheimer, Chief Judge Robert Coats and Judge David Stewart.
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By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

That Friday in October 1997 
held promise for John Hart-
man. The 15-year-old and his 

new sweetheart planned to exchange 
gifts during her morning class break.

Marvin Roberts, 19, entered the 
weekend renewed by a traditional 
hunting trip with the father he hadn’t 
known, a welcome, if temporary, 
escape from the choices confronting a 
disappointed scholar.

Arlo Olson, 20, then visiting from 
Kaltag, his Yukon River village, began 
partying mid-afternoon with a cousin 
attending the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks. The cousins shared a pot 
pipe with friends in the bushes behind 
Lola Tilly Commons. 

Hartman, Roberts and Olson — 
three young Alaskans embracing adult 
freedoms.

All were about to collide through 
a life-shattering crime — the first, 
murdered for no apparent cause; the 
second, jailed and convicted with three 
others in the slaying; the third, des-
tined for the misery that dogs life as a 
reputed snitch. 

Hartman and Roberts had several 
things in common.

Both spent good portions of their 
childhood in single-parent households. 

Both had mothers who scraped by 
selling pull-tab cards.

Both came from homes occasionally 
rocked by alcohol-related troubles.

And while both came of age in Fair-
banks, they moved in circles — one 
white, one Native — that seldom over-
lapped. 

‘Birthday’ tokens
Lean and athletic, Hartman played 

linebacker for the Redskins, a club 
team in the city’s youth league. He 
had suited up for the previous Arctic 
Bowl, where his team earned bragging 
rights as the league champions. “He 
would try anything for us,” his coach 
of three years, Ken Ferringer, would 
later say. 

The amiable teen known as “JG” 
talked about landing a college football 
scholarship. For now, he was a “home 
schooler,” according to family, mak-
ing up a class he needed to complete 
middle school.

That fall, Hartman had become a 
morning fixture at the McDonald’s res-
taurant on Geist Road. 

Credit a girl for the restaurant’s 
lure.

Elishiva Corning, “Sheva” to 
friends, was a freshman across the 
street at West Valley High. Corning 
had a long break between classes at 
around 11 a.m. Most weekdays, accord-
ing to friends and relatives, she and 
her new boyfriend got together at 
McDonald’s. That Friday, Corning and 
Hartman planned on swapping “birth-
day” gifts. His birthday had come in 
September. Hers was months away yet. 
No matter. The planned show of affec-
tion wasn’t subject to the calendar.

Waiting for his girl, Hartman shot 
the breeze with Chris Stone.

 

Wouldn’t name names
Chris Stone hadn’t seen much class 

lately even though he was enrolled as 
a freshman at the school across the 
road. An assault a couple of weeks ear-
lier had landed him in the emergency 
ward.

At the hospital, Stone initially said 
he “couldn’t remember what hap-
pened,” Trooper Richard Quinn noted 
in his report.

Follow-up efforts proved futile. 
Stone refused to cooperate, the trooper 
wrote, “stating that it would just hap-
pen again.” 

He closed the case.
In the aftermath, Stone assured 

friends he was recovering, albeit in a 
manner no doctor would prescribe: He 
skipped school and hadn’t been home 
for at least a week, relying on friends 
for places to crash.

Before visiting McDonald’s that 
morning, Stone and another friend, 
Lathrop sophomore Elijah “EJ” Ste-
phens, smoked crystal meth, a form of 
methamphetamine. 

The drug use came as no surprise to 
EJ’s mom.

“Yeah. It was just the newest thing, 

back then,” Melissa Stephens said in a 
2003 interview. “They were all trying 
to make it in their basements.”

Such was the life of Chris Stone, 
then five months past his 14th birth-
day.

Family exception
By all accounts, Hartman had more 

going for him.
Lathrop student Mary Reynaga got 

to know Hartman through a girlfriend. 
“He was someone you could trust.”

Hartman and several friends were 
forming a band. The Sentinels was 
the working name, according to Trent 
Mueller, who figured to be the outfit’s 
drummer.   

A true baby of the family, Hartman 
was the youngest of four boys. His 
closest siblings were twins, born five 
years before. 

“JG, he was kind of my favorite,” 
said his oldest brother, Christopher 
“Sean” Kelly, who shared a love of 
comics with the kid brother seven 
years his junior.

“I’d be over at someone’s house and 
trade a lid of pot for a pile of comics,” 
he recalled in a 2004 interview. “I gave 
them to JG.”

Hartman shared his older brother’s 
fondness for getting stoned, friends 
and family agree. But he reportedly 
shunned booze and harder drugs. 

Hartman’s mom, Evalyn Thomas, 
worked low-end jobs keeping a roof 
over her brood. For a time, she’d man-
aged the Yukon Quest store downtown, 
where JG playfully staffed the souve-
nir counter.

Thomas’ second marriage had dis-
solved a few years before in a series 
of domestic violence orders. She’d 
recently been arrested on a drunken-
driving charge for the second time in 
five years.

Hartman’s oldest brother, mean-
while, owned a lengthy criminal 
record. In 1995, the year Kelly turned 
21, he faced, among others, felony 
forgery, theft and burglary charges.

JG seemed to benefit from such 
examples and generally steered clear 
of trouble.

He had a reputation as a kid more 
likely to calm situations than get in 
anybody’s face.

“When he did get pissed off,” Rey-
naga said, “he’d just go sit quietly 
and steam about it. Then, he’d just be 
done. You know? I never saw him fight 
anybody.”

 

Explosive relationship
Only two years earlier, Arlo Olson 

had made the front pages of his Bush 
school district’s yearbook pictured 
in coat and tie, one of two students 
kneeling in the front of the region’s 
Academic Decathlon Team.

He came from a mixed household. 
His mother is Athabascan. His father, 
Glenn Olson, is a white teacher who 
advanced to superintendent of the 
Yukon-Koyukuk School District, over-
seeing 10 village schools including 
Arlo’s K-12 school in Kaltag, a Yukon 
River village with fewer than 250 resi-
dents.

Drinking and a troubled relation-
ship undercut Olson’s youthful prom-
ise.

A drunken scuffle at a village dance 
in January 1996 marked the first of 
many episodes of domestic violence 
between Olson, then 18, and his 
younger sweetheart.

In July 1997, the young woman 
awakened another Kaltag household. 
She was intoxicated, half-naked and 
screamed for help. Olson showed up, 
punched his girlfriend, according to 
the criminal complaint, then grabbed 
“the hair on her head and dragged her 
across the street back to their house.” 

Charges were pending as the young 
couple visited Fairbanks. Olson’s girl-
friend wasn’t drinking. She was preg-
nant. 

 

Wore ‘Desert Storm’ suit
After Hartman’s girlfriend returned 

to class that Friday, he and Stone 
ambled downtown. They visited the 
borough library, an outdoors store and, 
finally, the Five Aces pull-tab shop, 
where JG’s mom worked. 

“I was busy. I had like eight or nine 
customers,” Thomas told the News-
Miner later that week. “He asked me if 
he could have like $5 to go to McDon-
ald’s at Bentley Mall.”

Thomas wasn’t paying close atten-
tion, but she noticed, as a mother 
would, that JG wore his Desert Storm-
pattern outfit, a recent birthday gift. 
“He had just gotten that jacket and 
pants about two weeks before,” she 
later testified. “It was the first time I 
saw him wearing it.”

She recognized Stone, though he 
wasn’t part of her son’s usual circle. 

Thomas gave her son $5, perhaps 
$10. It was her understanding JG 
might grab a bite to eat and then head 

back across town for a baby-sitting job. 
He’d be spending the night with John 
Durham, a friend who lived in that 
area. 

 

Caught between cultures
Roberts, like many contemporary 

Athabascans, grew up calling two very 
different communities home. 

Marvin was 2 and his sister, Sharon, 
6, when Hazel and Gerry Roberts split 
up. She and the kids left Tanana, a vil-
lage of just more than 200 residents, 
mostly Native, located where its name-
sake river flows into the Yukon. 

They moved to Fairbanks.
When relatives from the village 

weren’t staying with Hazel in town, 
she and the kids were often visiting 
her sister Kathy in Tanana. Marvin’s 
village connection deepened the year 
he turned 13.

Troubled by his mother’s drinking 
in Fairbanks, he moved in with his 
religious, tea-drinking auntie.

That fall he attended Tanana’s K-12 
school. 

By then, Gerry Roberts was busy 
raising another family, distancing the 
teenager from his dad though both 
were again living in the same village.

Hazel Roberts cleaned up her act, 
and Marvin returned home to finish 
high school at Howard Luke Academy. 
It was an alternative school, smaller 
than Fairbanks’ other high schools, 
and boasted the district’s largest per-
centage of Alaska Native students. 

The setting suited Marvin, who 
earned recognition as a News-Miner 
“student achiever” in May 1996.

“Marvin Roberts plans to make 
a couple of million dollars,” stated 
the article, which cited the influence 
of “The Count of Monte Cristo,” his 
favorite book. “It shows how anybody 
in the pits can get to the top of the 
world,” Roberts told the reporter.

Along with studying business, Rob-
erts said he planned to learn Japanese, 
“because it would open up so many 
possibilities for me after college.”

The article described Roberts’ 
involvement in a Native dance group’s 
performance at a gubernatorial ball. It 
noted he was co-captain of the school’s 
basketball team.

Home video from that year’s gradu-
ation ceremony shows Roberts grin-
ning as he was summoned for the 
salutatorian’s speech. He rose from a 
folding chair attired in dark gown, cap 
and dangling tassel. A gold sash circled 
his neck, attesting to his academic suc-
cess. Taking the podium, he bantered 
with Tisha Simmons, a girl in a wheel-
chair who narrowly out-pointed him 
for class valedictory honors. 

Mirth faded as Roberts solemnly 
faced the crowd.

In a firm, practiced voice, he praised 
the school’s teachers for instilling 
the tools necessary for success. He 
thanked his mom. 

Then he touched upon the hazards 
ahead.

“Every choice we make is impor-
tant,” he said, surveying his class-
mates, “because it often determines 
what our future pathway will be.”

Roberts left the graduation stage 
to applause. His stride and rolling 
shoulders conveyed relief and a bit of a 
swagger.

Wrong turns,               
missed chances

Not long after graduation, Roberts 

received an official letter — a mistake 
had been made. The school had miscal-
culated grade point averages. Roberts 
should have been named class valedic-
torian.

It meant more than bragging rights. 
A foundation associated with Doyon 
Ltd., the regional Native corpora-
tion for the Interior, awarded a $500 
scholarship to the valedictorian of the 
academy named for an esteemed Atha-
bascan elder.

When Roberts and his mother 
inquired about the prize, they were 
told it was too late; the award had 
already been claimed.

“It really bummed Marv out,” 
recalled Hazel Roberts.

In his graduation speech, Roberts 
had warned that life after high school 
might come as a “wake up call.” 

He called that right.
The boy whose schoolwork garnered 

praise dating back to elementary 
school lasted a single semester at UAF. 
“He wasn’t ready for college,” Hazel 
said of her son. “He needed a break 
after all those years working so hard.”

Marvin, likewise, rationalized that 
he simply needed time off.

A year later, Roberts hadn’t gone 
back.

And he’d given up his job as a youth 
guide with The Riverboat Discovery 
tourism operation.

He had enjoyed explaining trapping, 
fish wheels and other aspects of life in 
Interior villages.

But Marvin couldn’t pass up his 
Uncle Pat’s offer to fight wildfires 
with the crew out of Ruby, a smaller 
village perched on a sunny bluff about 
120 miles downriver from Tanana.

Drawing on the pay earned chas-
ing sparks and eating smoke, Roberts 
invested in new clothes, complete with 
designer shades. He got ahead on pay-
ments for the Dodge Shadow parked 
outside his mother’s home in South 
Fairbanks. 

That fall, Roberts called his father 
out of the blue and asked to go hunt-
ing.

In a 20-foot open riverboat, pro-
pelled by a 45-horsepower kicker, 
father and son followed the big river 
270 miles downstream to the village of 
Koyukuk, then upstream another 120 
miles on a tributary.

Same streets, different lanes: Paths tragically cross

Brian O’Donoghue/UAF Journalism

In fall 1997, Gerry Roberts took this riverboat, shown outside his home in Tanana in 2004, down the Yukon River on an extended moose hunting trip with his 
19-year-old son, Marvin. Within days of that trip, Marvin Roberts faced murder charges in Fairbanks. 

Y-K School District yearbook

Arlo Olson, of Kaltag, showed prom-
ise as member of the Yukon- Koyukuk 
Academic Decathlon Team.

Please see PATHS CROSS, Page A6

West Valley yearbook

Chris Stone, a friend of John Hart-
man’s, would come to play a vital part 
in the Hartman trial.

Brian O’Donoghue photo/UAF Journalism

Ten years after the murder, Mary Rey-
naga has fond memories of her “guy 
friend,” John Hartman. 
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Visit www.newsminer.com/hart-

man for more on “Decade of 
Doubt.”

• Download full murder trial 
transcripts, searchable by witness. 

• Hartman soundscape: Voices 
from trial witnesses, lawyers, street 
protests and one of the men con-
victed echo across a decade. http://
www.newsminer.com/hartman/
archives/audio/soudscape/

• July 2007 Appeals Court deci-
sion reinstating Kevin Pease convic-
tion 

• Village and regional tribal reso-
lutions supporting the accused   

• Trooper notes lack of coop-
eration investigating Chris Stone’s 
recent assault

• Criminal complaints detail Arlo 
Olson’s village brawls
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Borough Mayor Jim Sampson 
declared.

Local officials caught an ear-
ful.

“You’re ruining the most 
beautiful place I’ve ever been 
to,” said Southside resident Jada 
Humphrey, chastising authori-
ties for not confronting violence 
sooner.

“God help you people if some-
thing happens to my daughter in 
this town … because you’ve done 
nothing.”

Speaking on behalf of the 
police, Lt. James Welch asked 
for the larger community’s help. 
“I’m not asking for people to be 
vigilantes,” he said. “I’m asking 
for people to get together.”

Native activist Shirley 
Demientieff challenged others to 
join community policing efforts. 
She also announced plans for a 
candlelight walk, honoring all 
victims of violence. The route 
she proposed — starting at the 
hall where the suspects were 
among those attending a Native 
wedding reception and ending at 
the intersection where the white 
victim lay dying — aimed at dif-
fusing racial tensions heightened 
by the crime. 

Being Athabascan, Roberts, 
Vent and Frese possessed family 
scattered up and down the Yukon 
River. That kindled regional 
interest in the Hartman case.

“What happened to ‘innocent 
until proven guilty?’” wrote Car-
la K. Bonny, a non-Native resi-
dent of Tanana, in a letter pub-
lished in the Daily News-Miner 
two weeks after the arrests. Like 
many others in her Yukon River 
village, she was sure there was 
more to the story. “Such violence 
sickens everyone I know in this 
village,” she wrote. “But none 
of us know what happened that 
night, and won’t know until evi-
dence is presented at trial.” 

Others rendered swift judg-
ment.

“As for Hartman’s assailants,” 
Jackie Dupree of Fairbanks wrote 
the editor that same week, “I say 
let the punishment fit the crime. 
This incident represents a good 
argument for the death penalty.”

Opinions harden
Clad in orange jail suits and 

handcuffed to their waists by 
chains, the four suspects shuffled 
past TV cameras into the court-
room for arraignment on Oct. 21 
1997. A defense attorney blasted 
the chains as “grandstand-
ing” and “prejudicial,” but they 
remained in place. The security 
stemmed from the “high-risk 
persons” involved, the officer 
heading the detail said, protect-
ing against violence or escape 
attempts. 

Three of the accused relied on 
public defenders. Roberts, too, 
came from a family of limited 
means, but friends and relatives 
in Tanana and Ruby rallied to 
his support. The villages raised 
$10,000 in a single weekend and 
retained Dick Madson, a local 
defense attorney best known for 
representing Exxon Valdez skip-
per Joe Hazelwood.

Legal battles raged through 
the winter of 1997, into summer, 
and though the following winter.

In February 1998, indictments 
were dismissed against three of 
the four suspects because the 
district attorney failed to inform 
grand jurors of potential alibis.

Only Roberts ever made bail. 
While that was short-lived, the 
prospect of accused murder-
ers walking freely about town 
sparked more outrage. 

 “Well, Fairbanks, Alaska, 
looks like open season,” wrote 
Mary Carter in a letter to the 
editor. “We are truly savages now. 
We can roam the streets raping 
and beating men, women, girls, 
boys — doesn’t matter, which-
ever you prefer is fair game.”

Describing herself as “embar-
rassed with Alaska’s justice sys-
tem,” the Healy resident said it 
was “too bad” the victim couldn’t 
have another 24 hours with his 
mom.

Comments of that sort 
offended supporters of the men 
accused.

“We aren’t some Third World 
country where you can be locked 
up on a whim,” fired back Fair-
banks letter-writer Adrienne 
Grimes, a former classmate of 
the suspects. “Would you like to 
know what horrifies me? It’s the 
judgmental way in which my fel-
low citizens are behaving.”

The dismissals were still being 
processed when a grand jury 
charged Frese with another fel-
ony stemming from an incident 
two weeks prior to Hartman’s 
murder. Several tourists said he 
had pulled a gun on them during 
a confrontation near the West-
mark Hotel. His friend Pease 
provoked it, they said, by spew-
ing vulgarities at women in the 
group.  When one of the men 
in the group gave chase, Frese 
allegedly rolled up on a bicycle 
and pointed a pistol at the irate 
tourist’s head.

At the time, police questioned 
others they picked up near the 
hotel but made no arrests. Three 

weeks, later one of the Westmark 
tourists notified police he recog-
nized Frese and Pease in news 
coverage of the murder case. 
Only Frese was charged.

In summer 1998, a pair of 
juries took turns with the West-
mark case. The first trial ended 
when a juror locked himself in a 
bathroom rather than continue 
deliberating. The juror told the 
News-Miner he felt the tourists 
conspired against the murder 
suspect. 

Tried a second time, Frese 
was found guilty and received 
two years in prison. “I look 
into your eyes and see a truly 
troubled young man,” Judge 
Ralph Beistline observed during 
sentencing. 

Frese offered no apology. “Just 
because I was convicted of this 
doesn’t mean I did it,” he said of 
the Westmark incident.

Meanwhile, preliminary argu-
ments about the Hartman case 
reached the Alaska Supreme 
Court. Indictments were rein-
stated, a victory for the state. 
The defense, likewise, prevailed 
when courts suppressed por-
tions of both confessions. Every 
development commanded head-
lines. Lacking fresh images, local 
broadcast updates inevitably 
featured aging file video of the 
Hartman suspects wearing those 
chains.

In November 1998, Superior 
Court Judge Niesje Steinkruger 
began selecting a jury for Frese’s 
murder trial. He would be the 
first Hartman suspect pros-
ecuted.

Ninety-eight jurors were 
called; more than 40 were 
excused for possessing “substan-
tial knowledge” about the case. 
By the fourth day, a jury and 

alternate were seated, but the 
judge remained doubtful. 

Citing the possibility of “hid-
den prejudice,” Steinkruger dis-
missed the panel and ordered the 
Frese trial moved to Anchorage, 
350 miles south. 

Changing venue to ensure 
fairness in a Fairbanks criminal 
proceeding hadn’t been necessary 
in more than 20 years. The pros-
ecutor protested, lamenting the 
expense associated with trans-
porting and housing witnesses 
and court personnel so far away. 
But Steinkruger’s ruling stood.

In February 1999, she pre-
sided as Frese was tried and con-
victed by an Anchorage jury. 

Judge Ben Esch took the gavel 
for Vent’s trial that July, followed 
by Roberts and Pease. All were 
found guilty by jurors from Alas-
ka’s largest city. All maintained 
their innocence at sentencing in 
February 2000.

“I’m a scapegoat for officers 
of the law,” said Pease, who por-
trayed himself as wronged by the 
system.

Citing Pease’s extensive and 
violent juvenile record, escalating 
from armed robbery at the age 
of 16, Judge Esch handed him 79 
years. “It’s a question of when 
the homicide was going to occur,” 
he told Pease, “not if.”     

Mounting discontent
In May 2003, the state’s 

three-member Court of Appeals 
convened for the first time ever 
in Fairbanks. The hearing con-
cerned Roberts’ application for 
another trial based on emerging 
information about Hartman’s 
companion Stone and post-trial 
retractions from Arlo Olson, 
another prosecution witness. 

Madson, all but officially 
retired, continued to represent 
the man he described as, per-
haps, his only “absolutely, totally, 
100 percent innocent client” in 
40 years as a defense attorney. 

By then, simmering anger 
over the Hartman verdicts found 
expression in sporadic protest 
marches and in annual resolu-
tions from village and regional 
tribal groups, most notably 
Tanana Chiefs Conference, the 
nonprofit social service provider 
serving more than 40 Interior 
Alaska villages.

As early as 1999, the tribal 
council of Tanana took stands 
supporting hometown favorite 
Roberts. The council initially 
called for “unbiased justice” 
through a better police inves-
tigation. By 2001, hardening 
attitudes colored resolutions 
from village and regional Native 
organizations. “The racist atti-
tude prevalent in Alaska’s legal, 
judicial and public communities 
created a true conspiracy that 
has deprived these young men 
of their freedom ...,” stated TCC 
Resolution 2001-39, requesting a 
federal racism inquiry. 

Mixing in the hallway after 
that 2003 appellate hearing, sup-
porters of the Hartman defen-
dants compared impressions, 
drawing hope, or despair, from 
the justices’ vocal tones and 
facial expressions.

Native elder Honea, who had 
flown in from Ruby for the hear-
ing, cut to the chase.

“Most of the people down 
there,” he said, “they think that 
if it had been all white boys 
doing this — they would have got 
off.”

Chief Hoffman, a patrol ser-
geant at the time of Hartman’s 

murder, had little direct involve-
ment in the investigation. While 
he declined to discuss specifics of 
a case he termed arguably “the 
most notorious in Fairbanks his-
tory,” the chief acknowledged 
last spring that the murder and 
its aftermath pose challenges for 
a department striving to build 
confidence among the entire Fair-
banks citizenry.

“The fact that three out of 
four of the defendants were Alas-
ka Natives tended to generate 
a lot of questioning along those 
lines,” he said.  

Hoffman largely devoted his 
first year as chief to preparing 
for the influx of some 3,000 del-
egates to the Alaska Federation 
of Natives annual convention, 
which was coming back to Fair-
banks after a lengthy absence. 
And it paid off. Not a single 
report of “serious victimization” 
marred the delegates’ weeklong 
gathering at the Carlson Center 
in 2005. The supportive local 
police presence contributed to 
the organization’s return to Fair-
banks in 2007.

Even as the chief personally 
extended a hand in 2005, the 
Hartman case intruded.

“These children are innocent,” 
declared Demientieff, the Fair-
banks Native activist, who was 
leading a lunch-hour protest out-
side the convention’s main door. 
About two dozen picketers slowly 
circled her, parting the flow of 
delegates in and out of AFN’s 
convention. Most carried hand-
lettered signs. “Retrial: Yes!” 
proclaimed one. “Alaska Natives 
Standing Up for Justice,” read 
another.

“We come from all walks of 
life and we believe in them,” 
shouted Demientieff, referring to 
the group convicted in the Hart-
man case.   

The chief, who was related 
to the late activist by marriage, 
paused to talk.

“Oh Dan,” he recalled 
Demientieff saying, as she often 
did at such times. “This isn’t 
directed at you.”

Hoffman didn’t take offense. 
He and Demientieff, who died 
in January 2007 of lung cancer, 
had their differences over the 
Hartman verdicts. But the pair 
weren’t far apart concerning 
what’s best for their town.

“How can I fault someone,” 
he said last spring, “for wanting 
to stand up and say, ‘Let’s make 
sure we’re all on an even footing 
here. Let’s make sure justice is 
indeed done fair, straight, and 
across the board.’”

It isn’t unusual for courts to 
take years digesting fundamental 
questions about evidence, inter-
rogation practices and the reli-
ability of witnesses, all of which 
are present in the Hartman case. 
The agitation outside the court-
room distinguishes this case. 
That can be traced to Roberts, 
whose character inspires faith 
among those who know him. 

He owned the car police say 
was used in the crime. 

It’s also Roberts, alone among 
the defendants, who professes to 
have a time-referenced alibi.

That’s the nugget many find 
hard to overlook.

Tomorrow: “A cry in the night”

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-
tant professor of journalism. Former 
students Sean Bledsoe, Rachel Dutil, 
Gary Moore and Nate Raymond con-
tributed to this report.

ingrained through a lifetime 
threading logjams and the 
Yukon’s braided channels. 
Marvin caught up on years of 
lessons missed reading cur-
rents, sandbars and shallows. 
Days passed as the pair stalked 
through forests. Nights, they 
warmed by a campfire.

Nearing the trip’s end, the 
hunters weathered a long night 
on the river. Their moose-laden 
boat had become stuck on a 
sandbar within sight of village 
lights.

Even that annoyance suited 
Marvin.

He got to know his dad. 
 

Hurtling toward   
each other

Later than afternoon Hart-
man and Stone caught a ride to 
Noah’s Rainbow Inn, a cheap 
motel located directly below the 
UAF campus.

Their destination was Room 
244 where Stone’s buddy, Elijah 
“EJ” Stephens, had the baby-
sitting gig watching his uncle’s 

toddlers. 
Olson and his girlfriend, 

meanwhile, spent the early 
part of the evening “emptying 
the refrigerator” at his grand-
father’s apartment in Golden 
Towers.

Afterward, they set out with 
friends for the wedding recep-
tion at the Eagles Hall. 

Friday marked Roberts’ sec-
ond day back from the hunting 
trip.

His friend Dan Huntington 
called, suggesting they check 
out the reception. Everyone 
would be there. Roberts offered 
to drive.

Huntington had called from 
an apartment in Birch Park, 
the home of a younger kid from 
Roberts’ old basketball team. 
Roberts didn’t need directions 
to Eugene Vent’s place.

After years of sharing the 
same streets with nary a pass-
ing glance, young lives were 
about to tragically intersect.

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-
tant professor of journalism. Former 
students Casey Grove, Gary Moore 
and Theresa Roark contributed to 
this report.

PATHS CROSS: Fateful night
Continued from Page A5

HARTMAN: Court of Appeals denies a new trial
Continued from Page A4

A6

Eric Engman/News-Miner

Hazel Roberts, mother of Marvin Roberts, one of the four convicted, listens to speakers during a rally Oct. 12, 2007, in front of the 
Rabinowitz Courthouse in Fairbanks. The rally aimed to bring continued attention to the 10-year-old case of four young men found 
guilty of beating 15-year-old John Hartman to death.

News-Miner file

John Hartman’s mother, Evalyn Thomas, right, listens at an Alaska Superior Court hearing in February 1998, after testifying that she 
did not think the four men accused of murdering her son in October 1997 should be allowed out on bail.
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words talking 
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CONTENT WARNING: This series 
contains references to vulgar lan-
guage and violent acts that may be 
objectionable to some readers and 
that parents may find inappropriate 
for their children.

Editor’s note: This series is 
the product of a six-year inves-
tigation by former News-Miner 
reporter Brian O’Donoghue and 
his journalism students at Uni-
versity of Alaska Fairbanks. 

PART 2 OF 7
By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

Melanie enjoyed read-
ing in bed, but rest-
lessness often sent 

her back to a television for com-
pany. The pattern held true at 
the local women’s shelter on this 
Saturday in October 1997.

It was her 15th day taking 

refuge from yet another explo-
sive relationship. Past midnight 
she hunkered down reading. 
Within the hour, though, she 
was back in the living room, 
watching Conan O’Brien’s late-
night show.

The show featured an animal 
trainer and a bunch of his crit-
ters. Hearing pop singer David 
Bowie touted as the next guest, 
Melanie, being no fan, lost inter-

A cry in the night

News-Miner file

More than an hour passed between the assault on John Hartman 
and the battered teen’s discovery by a motorist traveling west on 
Ninth Avenue near this intersection with Barnette Street.Please see HARTMAN, Page A8

decade of

THE JOHN HARTMAN

MURDER

www.newsminer.com/hartman

A horrifying discovery is made on the streets of Fairbanks

The Associated Press

Is it acceptable to serve edamame to a 
dinner guest who’s a pescatarian?

Should you pour prosecco or soju for 
the winner of the Texas Hold ’em game 
you’re planning near the infinity pool? 
And what’s that wing nut in the corner 
saying about dirty bombs and nasty Noro-
viruses?

Before your next party, go ahead and 
consult the latest edition of Merriam-
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, which 
now includes edamame (immature green 
soybeans), pescatarian (a vegetarian who 
eats fish) and about 100 other newly added 
words that have taken root in the Ameri-
can lexicon.

The wordsmiths at the Springfield, 
Mass.-based dictionary publisher say they 
picked the new entries after monitoring 

their use over years.
“As soon as we see the word used with-

out explanation or translation or gloss, 
we consider it a naturalized citizen of the 
English language,” said Peter Sokolowski, 
an editor-at-large for Merriam-Webster. “If 
somebody is using it to convey a specific 
idea and that idea is successfully conveyed 
in that word, it’s ready to go in the diction-
ary.”

Many of the new entries reflect the 
nation’s growing interest in the culinary 
arts, including prosecco (a sparkling Ital-
ian wine) and soju (a Korean vodka dis-
tilled from rice). Others define new tech-
nology or products, such as infinity pool 
— an outdoor pool with an edge designed 
to make water appear to flow into the 
horizon.

Pass the prosecco: Dictionary’s new entries debut today

The Associated Press

BUFFALO, N.Y. — The first clue that 
the Tuesday afternoon session in Part 
4 of Buffalo City Court is not like other 
criminal proceedings comes just before 
it starts.

Judge Robert Russell steps down from 
his bench and from the aloofness of his 
black robe. He walks into the gallery 
where men and women accused of steal-
ing, drug offenses and other non-vio-
lent felonies and misdemeanors fidget in 
plastic chairs.

“Good afternoon,” he says, smiling, 

and talks for a minute about the session 
ahead.

With the welcoming tone set, Russell 
heads back behind the bench, where 
he will mete out justice with a disarm-
ing mix of small talk and life-altering 
advice.

While the defendants in this court 
have been arrested on charges that could 
mean potential prison time and damag-
ing criminal records, they have another 
important trait in common: All have 
served their country in the military.

That combination has landed them 
here, in veterans treatment court, the 

first of its kind in the country.
Russell is the evenhanded quarter-

back of a courtroom team of veterans 
advocates and volunteers determined to 
make this brush with the criminal jus-
tice system these veterans’ last.

“They look to the right or to the left, 
they’re sitting there with another vet,” 
Russell said, “and it’s a more calming, 
therapeutic environment. Rather than 
them being of the belief that ‘people 
don’t really understand me,’ or ‘they 
don’t know what it’s like’ — well, it’s a 
room full of folks who do.”

If the veterans adhere to a demanding 

one- to two-year regimen of weekly to 
monthly court appearances, drug testing 
and counseling for any combination of 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, depres-
sion, substance abuse or anger manage-
ment, they could see their charges dis-
missed, or at least stay out of jail.

After counting 300 veterans in the 
local courts last year, the judge tailor-
made the treatment court to address not 
only vets’ crimes but their unique men-
tal health issues.

Charles Lewis, who stood before Rus-

Special court for veterans addresses more than simple crime

A SPRINKLE OF SUMMER

SCI-TECH D1

John Wagner/News-Miner

Kailah Titus, 6, plays in the sprinkler system at Chena Wayside Campground with her sister 
Jade, 12, and cousin Delenay White, 13, on a warm Sunday afternoon. With a 2002 statewide 
funding cut to recreation sites, parks have either seen a decline in maintenance or contracted 
out the management to private companies. For more information on the cutback, see page 
B1.

The Associated Press

JUNEAU — The state Divi-
sion of Habitat has officially 
moved back to the Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game.

The move last week ends a 
five-year stint in the Depart-
ment of Natural Resources that 
was brought on by former Gov. 
Frank Murkowski.

The 22 jobs cut by Murkows-
ki and the 12 vacant positions 
he deleted with the move are 
not returning.

But state officials from both 
departments say that hasn’t 
impeded Habitat staffers from 
doing their job of protecting 
Alaska’s fish.

Natural Resources Commis-
sioner Tom Irwin joined Fish 
and Game Commissioner Den-
by Lloyd in recommending that 
Gov. Sarah Palin return the 
habitat division to its original 
agency.

In February, Palin issued an 
executive order doing so.

Murkowski moved the divi-
sion to ease natural resource 
development, renaming it the 
Office of Habitat Management 
and Permitting. conservation-
ists criticized the action.

When Habitat biologists 
arrived in 2003, DNR instruct-
ed the biologists that “if some 
project would compromise the 
habitat, it was OK to say no,” 
Irwin said.

“But we also asked, how can 
we get to yes without compro-
mising the habitat or your prin-
ciples? We don’t want to be a 
state that says no, no, no,” he 
said.

Irwin said he recommended 
the transfer partly to avoid the 
widely held perception that the 
division’s habitat protection was 

Habitat 
division 
returns to 
ADF&G

Please see DIVISION, Page A5

By ERIC LIDJI
Petroleum News

ANCHORAGE — The state 
of Alaska most likely earned 
more than $10 billion this fis-
cal year from oil and gas opera-
tions, according to a new look 
at the role of the industry in 
the state economy.

The revenue figure is part of 
a larger report on how oil and 
gas operations figure into job 
creation, wages and charitable 
giving in Alaska, conducted by 
Information Insights and the 
McDowell Group for the Alas-
ka Oil and Gas Association.

The industry group pre-
sented highlights of the report 
before the Anchorage Chamber 
of Commerce on June 30, the 
last day of the state fiscal year.

The $10.2 billion revenue 
figure, which will be either 
validated or revised when the 
state releases year-end finan-
cial information, represents the 
reality of ever-rising world oil 
prices and the first fruits of a 
revised production tax enacted 
last fall, but retroactive to the 

beginning of the fiscal year.
Still, the number is surpris-

ing compared to recent rev-
enues and forecasts.

The state made “only” $5.1 
billion from oil revenue in fis-
cal year 2007. And as recently 
as the spring forecast released 
this past March, state econo-
mists predicted that revenue 
from the oil industry would 
total just under $9 billion this 
fiscal year.

According to the report, the 
state has collected more than 
$75 billion in revenues from 
the oil industry since 1959, 
with nearly one third of that 
coming in the last 10 years.

The new report updates and 

New report 
explores oil’s role 
in Alaska economy

ON THE WEB

To view the full report 
in detail, visit the Alaska 
Oil and Gas Association’s 
website at http://www.
aoga.com

Please see REPORT, Page A5

Please see COURT, Page A5

The Associated 
Press

A list of 
new diction-
ary words 
is seen 
Tuesday at 
Merriam-
Webster in 
Springfield, 
Mass. The 
words will 
be published 
in Merriam-
Webster’s 
Collegiate 
Dictionary, 
Eleventh Edi-
tion 2008.

Please see WORDS, Page A8
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est. Slipping on a heavy sweater, she 
stepped onto the second-floor balcony, 
an airy structure screened from public 

view by heavy lattice.
It was “northern 

lights cold,” as Melanie 
put it during one of her 
appearances as a wit-
ness against John Hart-
man’s accused slayers.

Hardly any traffic 
moved on Barnette 
Street, a main thor-
oughfare nearby.

Melanie briefly 
settled on an empty 

chair and smoked a cigarette. Then she 
climbed the outdoor stairs to the top 
balcony, which offered better vantage 
should the aurora dance. 

Leaning on an upper railing, smok-
ing, Melanie heard what she — a woman 
familiar with domestic violence — recog-
nized as a “bad” smack.

The sound came from the direction of 
Barnette; trees and the 
roof of a neighboring 
building blocked direct 
view.

She heard another 
smack or slap, followed 
by a voice: “Help me. 
Help me.”

“It was just really, 
really very scary,” Mela-
nie later said from the 
witness stand.

The faint pleas gave 
way to what sounded 
like damaging blows. 
“As loud as they were, 
it had to be extremely 
hard,” she recalled, 
testifying at the trial of 
Eugene Vent, a 17-year-
old whose confession 
provided early direction 
to the Fairbanks Police 
investigation.

She heard three, 
maybe four smacks. 
Then she heard another 
voice, deeper than the 
victim’s. “I’d say older, 
and very intoxicated. 
And it had a Native 
accent.”

Emotion colored that 
second voice. “I couldn’t 
tell what he was saying, 
but it was in anger,” 
she told grand jurors 
within days of the 
crime.

Her racial character-
ization drew questions 
when the case came to 
trial.

“There’s no ques-
tion in your mind, even though you 
could hear no words spoken? You know, 
distinct words,” pressed defense attor-
ney Dick Madson, “that it was a Native 
doing the speaking?”

“I heard a Native accent,” the wit-
ness said.

Sounds of “horrendous punches” 
or kicks continued at what Melanie 
described as a measured pace, as if the 
assailant, or assailants, gave consider-
ation to solidly landing each blow.

The pleading ceased.
She raced for the shelter office. 

“I said, ‘somebody’s getting beat out 
there.’ I said, ‘I can hear it connecting ... 
it’s really, really, bad.’”

The counselor on duty followed as 
Melanie opened the shelter’s front door. 
The pair stood in the threshold, listen-
ing.

The street was quiet.
Returning inside, the counselor left 

summoning police up to Melanie, who 

shied from making that call. Her own 
domestic problems frequently ended 
with police at the door; several times 
Melanie had been the one charged.

She retreated to the balcony for 
another cigarette.

“I had a really, really, bad feeling, but 
I sat down for about five minutes to see 
if I did hear anything else,” she recalled.

Passing cars weren’t slowing down, 
which seemed reassuring. If someone 
down there needed help, she figured at 
the time, surely someone would notice.

Grim discovery
About 2 a.m., Calvin Moses left a 

wedding reception at the Eagles Hall 
downtown. He drove to the Arctic Bar, 
a few minutes away. A Fairbanks resi-
dent born in the Yukon River village of 
Tanana and raised in nearby Allakaket, 
Moses knew he’d find familiar faces in 
the bar’s Native crowd. 

Moses stayed at the Arctic a half hour 

or so before departing with two women 
in need of a lift. Louise Lambert and her 
sister were bound for the Townhouse, a 
motel and apartment complex off 10th 
Avenue. Moses first swung by another 
apartment, where one of the women col-
lected a few belongings. About 2:45 a.m., 
the trio cruised east on Ninth Avenue, 
passing the women’s shelter.

Approaching Barnette, Lambert 
later told police, “I just had this flash of 
somebody lying on the ground.”

Her eyes stopped on a prone form 
stretching across the curb into the road-
way.

“Look right there,” Lambert recalled 
shouting.  “Look, look, there’s a little 
boy.”  

Moses slowly rolled within about 6 
feet of the stricken youth. 

“I could see his breath was still com-
ing out,” the driver testified. “I could 
still see it in the cold air.” 

Moses thought the victim faced his 
car, but later he wasn’t entirely sure. 
“He had so much blood on his head.” 

Lambert, in her taped interview with 
police, said nothing about blood. She 
mainly remembered wanting to help.

The others talked her out of it. “No. 
No,” she recalled them saying. “Who-
ever did this might still be around.”

That morning in 1997 no cell phone 
was available for calling 911, but the 
apartment wasn’t far. They left to fetch 
help. 

Pulling away, Lambert noticed the 
boy’s pants appeared to have been 
pulled down.

“And it looked like he had either long 
underwear or boxer shorts on,” she told 
police.

First responders
“Man down” was the description 

accompanying the 2:50 a.m. ambulance 
call out.  

That could mean just about anything. 
Most likely the call involved a drunk. 
Or so paramedic-in-training Mike Gho 
figured, drawing upon his five years as a 
local firefighter.

The ambulance took off from the 
Seventh Avenue building that was then 
doubling as Fairbanks Police headquar-
ters. It was three blocks to the victim’s 
reported location. The three-member 
crew reached the scene within three 
minutes of the initial summons. 

They had to hunt for the victim. “It 
was kind of hard to find because the 
lighting was low and it was dark out,” 
testified Gho, who described the ambu-
lance run in detail at all three trials.

Once they found the young man 
draped over the curb, the crew sought to 
determine if he was merely sleeping off 
a bender.

He didn’t react to questions and 
shouts.

It was 8 degrees out, so hypothermia 
remained a possibility. Of more immedi-
ate concern, bruising and indentations 
were apparent on the patient’s head, 
which rested on the pavement by a small 
pool of blood.

“There was some kind of trauma 
involved,” the medic recalled. “We didn’t 
know whether the person got hit by 
a car, whether he was beat up, but it 
was obvious some kind of trauma took 
place.”

The medics observed as John Hart-
man straightened his arms and curled, 

a behavior known as “decerebrate pos-
turing.” The movements, symptomatic 
of head injury, were noted in the run 
report, along with his pupils’ lack of 
response to a flashlight, another sign of 
cerebral distress.  

Working swiftly, the crew cut away 
the young man’s camouflage shirt pull-
over, exposing his chest for closer exami-
nation. Other than the bruises found 
about his head, the medics found no 
other obvious injuries. Using a “C-collar 
restraint” and a backboard to protect 
against neck or spine injury, they readied 
their patient for rush transport to the 
hospital.

Nearly two years passed between the 
“man down” incident and the Hartman 
trials. Though the medic acknowledged 
he didn’t remember every detail, the 
victim’s pants caught his attention. 
“Pants around knees,” Gho had noted in 
his report alongside the patient’s half-
on-the-sidewalk, half-in-the-street posi-
tion. The pants were corduroy, he added 
in court. It stuck in his mind that they 
were a “baggy type.” 

As the gurney was loaded, another 
medic advised dispatch they were deal-
ing with a potential crime victim.

“ASSAULT, 9THAVE& BARNETTE,” 
states the 3:04 a.m. entry in the Fair-
banks Police activity log.

The ambulance crew focused on car-
ing for the victim — normal procedure 
in an emergency medical response — but 
inevitably disturbed a potential crime 
scene. 

“Our concern, I guess,” Gho explained 
in court, “was more on the patient.”    

Tomorrow: Wild night downtown

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assistant profes-
sor of journalism. Former students Gary Moore 
and Gabe Scott contributed to this report.

ABOUT ‘DECADE OF DOUBT’
This seven-part series offers no proof of guilt or innocence. It does docu-

ment gaps in the police investigation that raise questions about the victim’s 
last conscious hours. It points out that the group convicted of John Hartman’s 
murder may have been prosecuted with forms of evidence identified later in 
national studies as contributing to some wrongful prosecutions elsewhere. And 
it shows how rulings from this state’s courts have undermined Alaska Native 
confidence in the justice system by keeping juries from weighing all that’s 
known about the crime.

Among the series’ observations:
• The police investigation remained focused on suspects flagged through a 

pair of confessions, subsequently retracted, despite lab tests that yielded no 
supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained unaware that state crime lab experts couldn’t match 
Frese’s boots with photos of Hartman’s bruises. Though it bore the lab’s logo, 
the suggestive exhibit presented at trial was a non-scientific photo overlay 
assembled by police and the district attorney. Recent studies have shown that 
evidence lacking forensic merit often figures in convictions that are later over-
turned. 

• Detectives referred to fictitious evidence throughout the interrogations 
that yielded confessions from Vent and Frese. Employing such trickery on 
suspects who profess no memory of a crime, while standard practice in 1997, 
today draws specific cautions in the nation’s standard-setting criminal inter-
rogation manual. The revisions reflect lessons learned from re-examining tac-
tics used obtaining confessions later proven false in cases that sent innocent 
people to jail.  

• The state’s case strongly relied upon identifications made by an eyewit-
ness standing 550 feet from a robbery. The distance raises the possibility of 
witness misidentification, which has emerged as the leading common denomi-
nator among hundreds of errant murder and rape convictions. 

• Police paid scant attention to the last person known to have been with 
Hartman. Chris Stone, a 14-year-old self-described methamphetamine addict, 
had been hospitalized following a similar assault only weeks prior. And jurors 
never heard about Stone’s attention-getting entrance into Carrs-Foodland about 
the time Hartman lay dying in the street. Also, no one involved in the Hartman 
case had access to Stone’s sworn statement, sealed in an unrelated juvenile 
proceeding, suggesting, under one interpretation, awareness of his friend’s 
plight.

All of this has contributed, in the eyes of many, to a decade of doubt.

HARTMAN: Medics find a severely beaten teen on the street on a freezing fall night
Continued from Page A1 

Brian O’Donoghue/UAF Journalism

A resident of the Fairbanks womens’ shelter was taking a cigarette break on 
the roof, Oct. 11, 1997, when she heard what she took to be a vicious assault 
taking place out of her view on the street below.
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Visit www.newsminer.com/hart

man for the complete “Decade of 
Doubt” series.

• Explore the murder victim’s last 
known steps 

• Read activity log notes about 
the 9th Avenue assault

• Read the ambulance run report 
on the “man down” incident

Hartman

Others reflect current events and 
much-discussed news topics, includ-
ing dirty bomb (a conventional bomb 
that releases radioactive material) 
and Norovirus (small, round single-
stranded RNA viruses, such as the 
Norwalk Virus).

And then there’s “mondegreen.” 
In a category of its own, it describes 
words mistaken for other words. A 
mondegreen most often comes from 
misunderstood phrases or lyrics.

It comes from an old Scottish bal-
lad in which the lyric “laid him on the 
green” has been confused over time 
with “Lady Mondegreen.”

Among the best-known modern 
examples: “There’s a bathroom on the 
right” in place of Creedence Clearwa-
ter Revival’s “There’s a bad moon on 
the rise” and “’Scuse me, while I kiss 
this guy” in place of “kiss the sky” in 
the 1967 Jimi Hendrix classic “Purple 
Haze.”

Even Sokolowski, a word expert 
by trade, has a favorite mondegreen: 
“Lucy in the sky with diamonds,” as 
sung by the Beatles in 1967, made 
obvious sense to the preteen Peanuts 
comic fan as “Lucy in the sky with 
Linus.”

Merriam-Webster’s editors were so 
amused by the mondegreen concept 
that they plan to ask people to sub-
mit their favorites on the publishing 
company’s Web site.

Mondegreen, first spotted in print 

in 1954, was among tens of thousands 
of words the wordsmiths watched for 
decades. That and others make the 
cut for the dictionary based on how 
widely they are used in publications 
ranging from newspapers to technical 
manuals.

“They can float for decades. What 
that means for the most part is that 
they’ve been used in more spoken 
forms than they were found written 
until recently,” Sokolowski said.

John Morse, Merriam-Webster’s 
president and publisher, said the clev-
erness of many Web-related terms 
makes them easy to grasp and gives 
them staying power. Webinar (an 
online meeting) is new, along with 
netroots (political grassroots activists 
who communicate online, especially 
in blogs).

“There’s a kind of collective genius 
on the part of the people developing 
this technology, using vocabulary that 
is immediately accessible to all of us,” 
he said. “It’s sometimes absolutely 
poetic.”

Allan Metcalf, executive secretary 
of the American Dialect Society and 
an English professor at MacMurray 
College in Illinois, said he thinks the 
entries that grew from the popularity 
of cooking shows and international 
cuisine will be the among most last-
ing and useful of the newcomers.

“I’m kind of used to laughing at 
the choices these editors publicize, 
but this time I’m impressed,” he 
said.

WORDS: Current events and topics
Continued from Page A1 The New York Times

NEW YORK — At charity balls and 
board meetings, on putting greens and 
in telephone conversations, New York’s 
corporate titans are on the hunt: Michael 
R. Bloomberg will end his reign as mayor 
in 18 months, and they are desperate to 
find someone from their ranks to take his 
place.

The executives searching for Bloom-
berg’s replacement are considered some 
of New York’s most influential business 
leaders: Martin Lipton, a founding partner 
of the law firm Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & 
Katz; the financier Steven Rattner; and 
Jerry I. Speyer, chairman of the developer 
Tishman Speyer.

They have told colleagues that Bloom-
berg’s financial independence, his lack of 
party affiliation and his corporate, by-the-
numbers approach to management have 
created a golden age of New York City gov-
ernment that none of his would-be succes-
sors seem poised to reproduce, according 
to people familiar with the conversations.

“There is significant trepidation over 
what comes after Bloomberg,” said Kath-
ryn S. Wylde, president of the Partnership 
for New York City, which represents busi-
ness leaders, and whose board includes 
Rattner, Lipton and Speyer.

So far, the roster of likely candidates is 
dominated by traditional Democratic poli-
ticians, like City Council Speaker Chris-
tine C. Quinn and Rep. Anthony D. Weiner, 
who have little or no business experience.

Rattner and Speyer are worried enough 
that they have been pressing Richard D. 

Parsons, the chairman of Time Warner, to 
consider running for mayor. So far, Par-
sons is not interested.

The executives’ courtship of Parsons 
shows how much they value a business 
resume over party affiliation; Rattner, 
for example, is a prominent Democratic 
fundraiser, but Parsons is a registered 
Republican.

Bloomberg, who founded the financial 
information giant Bloomberg LP, appears 
to be as anxious about his successor as 
any business leader. At a private dinner 
in 2006, even he encouraged Parsons, a 
native New Yorker, to run for mayor.

Parsons, who once worked for Gov. 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, would not detail the 
conversations but said in an interview that 
“what the business community wants is 

not just a businessman but a Bloomberg-
type businessman, who is not beholden to 
special interests.”

Business leaders, of course, have a vest-
ed interest in recruiting one of their own, 
like Bloomberg, to run for mayor. The 
Bloomberg administration is considered 
an ally to many corporations, especially 
developers. Rezoning projects under his 
watch have opened large swaths of the 
city to new construction. And Bloomberg 
travels in the same orbit as many of the 
city’s elite; he goes to their functions and 
they to his; he gives to their causes and 
they reciprocate.

But the discussions also highlight a 
sense, inside and outside the business 
world, that Bloomberg has redefined the 
expectations — and, some contend, the 
qualifications — for the office of the may-
or.

In interviews and surveys, New Yorkers 
broadly express worry that the city may 
revert to a traditional partisan-infused 
bureaucracy as they canvass the field of 
Bloomberg’s would-be successors.

Many in the business world say the city 
should consider overturning the term-
limits law that will force Bloomberg from 
office, after eight years, on Dec. 31, 2009. 
Polls have shown the public overwhelm-
ingly opposed to such a change, despite 
their fondness for Bloomberg. But his 
admirers are not easily giving up.

“I think it is a good thing for us to 
revisit,” said William C. Rudin, a real 
estate executive who is chairman of the 
Association for a Better New York. “Two 
terms for a mayor is too short.”

In New York, corporations seek another CEO as mayor

“There is significant 
trepidation over what 
comes after Bloomberg.”
— Katheryn S. Wylde, Partnership for 

New York City president



CONTENT WARNING: This series 
contains references to vulgar lan-
guage and violent acts that may be 
objectionable to some readers and 
that parents may find inappropriate 
for their children.

Editor’s note: This series 
is the product of a six-year 
investigation by former Daily 
News-Miner reporter Brian 
O’Donoghue and his journal-
ism students at the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks, with support 
from the News-Miner.

PART 3 OF 7
By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

By 3 a.m., Alaskan Motor 
Inn’s beleaguered night 
clerk sounded fed up. 

“I have a party out of con-
trol in these rooms,” Mike Baca 
informed police. “And they’re 
nothing but minors, dude.” 

“We’ll be over.”
“And do you know how long 

that will be?”

The question earned a chuckle 
on the Fairbanks Police Depart-
ment’s tape of front desk calls 
that second Saturday of October 
1997. “We’ve got a lot of things 
going on right now,” a dispatcher 
said. “But we’ll be over as soon 
as we can.”

It was Alaska Permanent 
Fund dividend time. The $1,296 
being paid to qualifying Alaskans 
turbo-charged downtown Fair-
banks. As usual, the money drew 
shoppers into Fairbanks from 
surrounding villages. That fall, 

many timed their visits around 
the McCotter-Jones wedding.

The bride, Audrey McCotter, 
was a Fairbanks woman then 
living in the Norton Sound vil-
lage of Unalakleet. The groom, 
Vernon Jones, hailed from Koyu-

kuk, a small Athabascan commu-
nity overlooking the Yukon 290 
miles west of Fairbanks. Friends 
and relatives streamed into town 
from virtually everywhere in 

Motel party sets the stage for murder investigation
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The late Carol 
Pease, shown 
here handing 
out protest 
fliers in 1999, 
blamed herself 
when suspi-
cion fell upon 
her son, Kevin. 

TUBULAR DAY
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Jenny Cathey throws a ball for her chocolate labrador Titanium on Monday afternoon, in the 
gravel pits near the Fairbanks International Airport. “Its more fun for me,” Cathy said of her 
version of fetch. “Water and his ball are his favorite things.”

40-plus athletes belie their age
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In this photo provided by the National Park Service, the cruise ship the 
Spirit of Glacier Bay is shown Monday after it ran aground in Glacier 
Bay National Park and Preserve in Alaska.

By JEANNETTE J. LEE
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE — A climber 
who collapsed and died on the 
summit of Mount McKinley has 
been buried there, officials at 
Denali National Park said Mon-
day.

James Nasti, 51, of Naper-
ville, Ill., died of unknown causes 
on Friday after his seven-person 
climbing party reached the top of 
North America’s highest peak.

“It was a shocking thing to 
the group at the time,” said 
park spokeswoman Maureen 
McLaughlin. “There weren’t 
any obvious symptoms either 
observed or relayed to other 
team members.”

Nasti was part of a guided 
expedition led by Alpine Ascents 
International. The group of two 
guides and five clients had set 
out on June 20 and made a 
strong climb toward the summit 
on a beautiful day, McLaughlin 
said. They had gone up the West 
Buttress, the most frequented 
route to the top of the 20,320-
foot mountain.

“We are unaware of any pre-
existing medical issues,” she 
said. “We understand (Nasti) 
was very fit.”

According to Nasti’s climber 
registration form, this was his 
first attempt of McKinley. He 
had climbed several peaks in the 
western U.S., including Mount 
Rainier in Washington state, 
Mount Hood in Oregon and oth-
ers in Montana and Wyoming.

Denali National Park moun-
taineering rangers said a recov-
ery of Nasti’s body from the 
jagged ridge would be extremely 
risky.

Climber 
buried at 
McKinley 
summit

Please see CLIMBER, Page A5

By STEVE QUINN
Associated Press Writer

JUNEAU — Alaska Gov. 
Sarah Palin is proposing an 
in-state natural gas pipeline 
that could provide energy 
relief to the most populated 
areas of the state within five 
years.

Palin on Monday said the 
so-called in-state bullet line 
will not interfere with devel-
opment of a proposed 1,715-
mile natural gas pipeline 
designed to take North Slope 
natural gas to Canada and 
then to U.S. markets.

Palin said an in-state line 
could run north from Cook 
Inlet, near Anchorage, to the 
state’s interior region and 
Fairbanks — the state’s sec-
ond largest city.

The prospective line could 
continue to the North Slope 
Foothills or potentially be 
connected to the proposed 

main line now under consid-
eration by the Legislature.

Palin said the Alaska Natu-
ral Gas Development Author-
ity and Enstar Natural Gas 
Co. would become partners 
in the state project. The line 
would ship 460 million cubic 
feet of natural gas a day.

Palin said she expects con-
struction to begin by 2011 
— “at the latest.”

“The tide is turning in 
Alaska. This project is really 
going to propel this state for-
ward. Good things are just 
on the horizon, but they are 
coming to fruition today,” 
she said.

On Wednesday, the Legis-
lature enters a second special 
session and resumes debates 
on Palin’s recommendation 
to award TransCanada Corp. 
a license toward construction 
of the larger pipeline.

Gov. Palin proposes 
in-state ‘bullet line’

Please see GASLINE, Page A5

By MARY PEMBERTON
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE — Passengers aboard a 
cruise ship hoping to see whales and other 
marine mammals were left high and dry Mon-
day after the vessel went aground near Gla-
cier Bay National Park in Southeast Alaska.

The 207-foot Spirit of Glacier Bay was 
stranded for about nine hours.

A Coast Guard response boat managed to 
tow the ship on a rising tide to the middle of 
the bay late Monday afternoon, said Coast 
Guard spokesman Lt. Eric Eggen.

A National Park Service vessel was trans-
ferring all the passengers and some of the 
crew to the nearby port of Gustavus before 
being transferred to Juneau. Meanwhile, an 
evaluation of the ship’s propulsion system 
was being performed to determine if it could 
get to marine facilities at Auke Bay under its 
own power or would need assistance, Eggen 
said.

The cruise ship with 24 passengers and 27 

crew members was traveling just over 1 mph 
when it ran aground at 7:12 a.m., said Jerrol 
Golden, spokeswoman for Cruise West Enter-
prises, a Seattle-based company that owns the 
ship home-ported in Juneau.

Golden said the ship was moving slowly 
when the mishap occurred on a three-night 
cruise of Glacier Bay. It occurred in Tarr Inlet 
northwest of the park.

“It was barely a bump essentially,” she 
said.

The Coast Guard said the hull of the ship 
was not compromised and no injuries were 
reported. There was no indication that the 
ship was leaking fuel. A boom to contain any 
fuel that might spill was deployed around the 
vessel as a precaution.

The cause of the grounding was not imme-
diately apparent, Golden said.

“It is one of those crazy things. It is under 
investigation,” she said.

Eggen said it is unclear whether the 

Visiting cruise ship runs aground near Glacier Bay, towed free
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The Associated Press

WINONA, Minn. — On the 
morning after the house party on 
Johnson Street, Jenna Foellmi and 
several other twentysomethings 
lay sprawled on the beds and 
couches. When a friend reached 
over to wake her, Foellmi was cold 
to the touch.

The friend’s screams woke 
up the others still asleep in the 
house.

Foellmi, a 20-year-old bio-
chemistry major at Winona State 
University, died of alcohol poi-
soning on Dec. 14, one day after 
she had finished her last exam of 
the semester. According to police 
reports, she had three beers dur-
ing the day, then played beer pong 

— a drinking game — in the eve-
ning, and downed some vodka, 
too.

Foellmi’s death was tragic, but 
typical in many ways.

An Associated Press analysis 

of federal records found that 157 
college-age people, 18 to 23, drank 
themselves to death from 1999 
through 2005, the most recent year 
for which figures are available. 
The number of alcohol-poisoning 
deaths per year nearly doubled 
over that span, from 18 in 1999 
to a peak of 35 in 2005, though 
the total went up and down from 
year to year and dipped as low as 
14 in 2001.

“There have always been prob-
lems with young people and alco-
hol, but it just seems like they are 
a little more intense now than they 
used to be,” said Connie Gores, 
vice president for student life at 
Winona State. “The goal of a lot of 

Binge drinking games prove deadly to college students
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between. 
Permanent Fund dividends 

had a dark side. The windfall 
unleashed a surge of disturbances 
associated with free spending and 

substance abuse. 
Within Fair-
banks’ criminal 
set, some took 
aim at “check 
nights,” which 
brought people 
out on the town 
with wallets fat-
tened with divi-
dend bucks. 

“Rollers call 
it the dividend season,” said Chris 
Stone, who was 14 that fall, during 
his testimony at the third Hart-
man trial.

“Rolling people,” he explained, 
“is an individual 
will come up to 
somebody, hit 
them or knock 
them out and 
take their money; 
it’s strong-arm 
robbery.” 

Between 
midnight and 
dawn on Oct. 11, 
1997, Fairbanks 
police were over-
whelmed. Off-
duty personnel 
were summoned 
back to work as 
the thinly staffed 
department grap-
pled with armed 
assaults, street 
fights, robberies, 
domestic violence 
and drunken 
driving. 

Then came 
the discovery of a 
battered teenager 
whose injuries 
commanded the 
attention due a 
homicide case.

Detectives rea-
sonably conclud-
ed they caught 
an early break 
when the motel 
clerk reported 
his run-in with 
a pistol-waving 
assailant. Police 
had no way of 
knowing — in 
those early stages 

of investigating John Hartman’s  
presumed murder — that the 
clerk’s story expanded in each 
retelling, particularly during those 
first hours around the motel.

As Baca, the clerk, later 
acknowledged from the witness 
stand, a degree of “bragging” and 
“distorting” colored his boastful 
banter in the lobby.

“It was all part of the job,” the 
clerk said. “I had to look like the 
tough guy.”

By dawn, the clerk’s claims had 
prompted the interrogation of a 
drunken teenager whose subse-
quent confession — later recanted 
— resulted in arrests and a decla-
ration the murder case was solved.         

Rash of robberies
Police logged Saturday’s first 

assault 13 minutes into the new 
day. A theft and another assault 
call followed within 10 minutes. 
By 1 a.m., the night shift also 
chased reported burglary, DUI and 
disturbing the peace calls.

Strolling Third Avenue about 
midnight, Raymond Stickman 
spied three black teenagers run-
ning from a man sprawled on the 
sidewalk. The group fled in what 
Stickman later described to police 
as a “grayish” car, about the size 
of an older four-door Ford.

Police took about 20 minutes 
responding to a reported assault 
on south Noble Street. “Now the 
neighbor, a white male, is out in 
the parking lot in his underwear,” 
a dispatcher relayed to the patrol 
car en route.

At 12:44 a.m., the officer at the 
scene requested an ambulance 
for a pistol-whipped victim along 
with backup. The man in his skiv-
vies had fled inside an apartment 
building. “He’s extremely intoxi-
cated,” the officer reported, “and 
was running around chasing a 
female with a firearm as well.” 

Police soon put a name to the 
suspect. “You guys use caution 
there,” advised the station, “if 
we’ve got the right person, he’s 
got an extensive criminal history, 
including weapons offenses and a 
couple felonies.”

Approaching 1:30 a.m., police 
logged an assault at Arctic Bowl, 
followed by a reported robbery 
near the Eagles Hall. 

Looking back, that robbery 
phoned in from the payphone at 
the hall, where the McCotter-
Jones reception remained in full 
swing, looms particularly large. 
It marked the beginning of what 
police soon would term a “spree of 
random violence” that culminated 

in John Hartman’s fatal beating.
Critics of the murder investiga-

tion likewise regard that 911 call 
as pivotal, providing as it does a 
time reference for Marvin Roberts’ 
claimed alibi. If valid, that alibi 
undercuts the crime spree sce-
nario, which depends on Roberts 
supplying a getaway car.

At the time, however, the 
station’s night watch focused on 
south Noble, where a dozen-mem-
ber tactical team was assembling 
outside the apartment building.

Force stretched thin
Approaching 3 a.m., domestic 

violence on the lower end of Fifth 
Avenue added to the shift’s bur-
dens.

“I need someone to come to the 
house and get my son,” a woman 
pleaded on the 911 line. 

“What?” 
“I need someone to come to the 

house and get my son,” repeated 
Carol Pease, 47, gasping out the 
words between heavy breaths.

Her son, Kevin, was “freaking 
out,” she said. He’d been drinking 
and had hit her. 

Between the apartment stand-
off and other calls, more than a 
third of Fairbanks’ commissioned 
police force was on the street. Two 
more officers were awakened at 
home.

“Can you come in to work?” a 
shift supervisor said, outlining the 
situation.

“I don’t know,” a sleepy voice 
replied.

“Please, please, please, we’re 
short-handed,” the supervisor 
coaxed.

“I guess I can come in for a 
little while.”

By then, the Alaskan Motor 
Inn’s night clerk had been seeking 
assistance for 30 minutes or more. 
In one call, he referred to “at least 
seven” people fighting in the street 
fronting the motel. 

Police had no one to spare.
A motel surveillance video 

documented the clerk’s growing 
impatience. Clad in a lumberjack 
shirt, black hair trailing behind 
his hunter’s hat, 27-year-old Baca 
paced to and from the lobby win-
dow, then bolted from the office. 

Minutes later, he returned and 
reached for the phone. “Cancel 
that,” he told police. He’d chased 
those kids off.

A mother’s regret
Updates kept coming on the 

family violence over on Fifth 
Avenue. 

“Kevin Pease, 19 years of age,” 
a dispatcher said, “has assaulted 
his mother, Carol Pease. He’s 
supposed to be tearing up the 
downstairs apartment at this time. 
There are several warrants for his 
arrest.”

Police were familiar with the 
family.

Six months earlier, Carol’s 
estranged husband, John Pease, 
had been gunned down in a 
bizarre triple-homicide. Jimmy 
Ray Price, a 53-year-old Bible-
quoting loner, calmly turned him-

self in after shooting Pease and 
two fellow boarders at his 18-unit 
rooming house. “Excessive noise” 
coming from the TV in Pease’s 
nearby room had upset him, the 
shooter explained. 

The victim’s son, Kevin Pease, 
was just shy of 6-feet tall and 
weighed 200 pounds. He possessed 
a considerable juvenile record, 
including a past conviction for 
armed robbery, and a temper. A 
traffic stop that August added to 
the teen’s reputation. Early Aug. 
23, a patrol officer saw Pease roll 
though a stop sign. Additional cita-
tions came for the badly cracked 
windshield, using studded tires 
out of season, and evidence of pot 
possession: “To wit, a brass col-
ored marijuana pipe with burnt 
residue.”

Pease, whose driver’s license 
had already been suspended, was 
bound for jail.

A final charge underscored 
his explosiveness. “Pease started 
kicking the driver’s-side rear door, 
breaking the interior padding,” 
noted the criminal complaint 
regarding the estimated $400 
damage to Patrol Car No. 92. 

Police radios now carried word 
of Kevin’s flight from his mother’s 
house on a three-wheeler.

About that time, officer Matt 
Soden heard, then glimpsed, a 
three-wheeler approaching his 
Tactical Team position from down-
town.

“The vehicle appeared to speed 
up when it saw the police cars,” he 
wrote in his supplemental report. 

Pease eluded police and eventu-
ally claimed a spot on a friend’s 
floor on Turner Street joining 
other teens winding down from 
the wedding reception. That night 
a friend noticed Pease trembling 
in his sleep; the prosecutor later 
attributed that to Pease’s guilt.

Shortly before 3 a.m., an 
unconscious youth clad in a cam-
ouflage jacket was reported near 
Barnette and Ninth. “Ambulance 
crew states he’s a critical trauma 
patient,” a dispatcher soon relayed 
to police, along with a code signal-
ing that the location represented 
a likely crime scene. “They don’t 
know if it’s a hit and run. Or an 
assault. Or what. They’re going to 
have to transport.”

Amid radio traffic about the 
Tac Team operation over on 
Noble, dispatch clarified the seri-
ousness of that Barnette assault. 
The victim was a “possible 10-79,” 
medics had warned, indicating the 
youth was expected to die.

Lt. Paul Keller, Fairbanks’ chief 
detective, was summoned at home.

Years later, Carol Pease, the 
mother who called police on her 
son, frequently berated herself. 
“He (Kevin) was mad because he 
didn’t get to see his girlfriend. I 
was mad because he woke me up.” 

From her perspective, a fam-
ily row had escalated from harsh 
words and overturned plants to 
making good on an old threat. 
“I’ve been meaning to call 911 on 
you for a long time!” she recalled 
shouting.

Pease, who died several years 

ago, remained convinced her call 
caused police to eye Kevin for the 
murder. “It’s just so stupid,” she 
said, sobbing. “And it’s all my 
fault.” 

Brewing confrontation
Fresh-brewed coffee and an all-

night supply of cigarettes, priced 
at $5 a pack, kept the Alaskan 
Motor Inn’s lobby jumping. Baca, 
the clerk, ducked in and out; the 
motel phone kept him on a short 
leash.

Not far away, the McCotter-
Jones wedding reception was 
breaking up. By 3:15 a.m., staff 
locked the doors at the Eagles 
Hall. Word spread of a party over 
at the Alaskan.

Baca’s ongoing hassles with 
the crowd in Room 107 spiced the 
chatter captured in the surveil-
lance camera’s grainy black-and-
white video.

“Now they’re trying to get in 
the cab,” announces Baca, gazing 
out the window. He provides a 
play-by-play as the drunken hooli-
gans he had shooed from the room 
earlier seek to leave with the wom-
en who just checked out of Room 
107. “Ha-ha-ha! Cab took off on 
them! They’re standing there yell-
ing at the cab.”

The clerk and a friend chat by 
the window. Guitar riffs of a Neil 
Young song muffle the conversa-
tion, but the video shows the 
clerk motioning with one hand, 
as if shaking something. “Pepper 
them,” Baca says, penetrating the 
background radio. “Give them a 
little pepper with their meal.” 

The phone rings. The clerk 
takes a message and leaves the 
lobby. Young is still wailing about 
“the woman in you that makes 
you want to play this game” when 
Baca returns, heading for the 
phone.  

“Hate to bother you guys,” the 
night clerk informs police in a call 
logged at 4:19 a.m. “But, ah, those 
guys came back. And I have two 
of them I Maced that are out here. 
Yeah, they tried to attack me and I 
Maced them.”

The assailants are sitting in 
the street, the clerk says. “I’ve 
got some of that s---- all over me, 
man,” he adds. “I’ve got that s---- 
up in my eyes.”

Baca heads outside.
“Mother f------!,” he exclaims on 

his return. “F------ pulled a gun on 
me.” 

Everyone gathers by the win-
dow. “They’re here,” Baca says 
within about a minute, then rush-
es outside to greet police. 

A few blocks south, the apart-
ment standoff ends about 4:40 
a.m. with a suspect’s arrest.

Inside the lobby, the clerk 
shares new details about his con-
frontation. 

“I said, ‘You want to fight?” 
According to Baca, the kid 

responded to his invitation by 
whipping out a gun. “That’s 
when I, whooo!” He mimes div-
ing toward a parked car, draw-
ing laughs. “Threw a little dust 
behind the car.”

Gunplay takes root
The gun figured ever more 

prominently in accounts of the 
police response. “I’d already called 
them like three or four times 
through the night,” Baca told 
grand jurors. “The second I told 
them, ‘Hey, I just got a gun pulled 
on me.’ They were there.”

That sequence doesn’t jibe with 
the motel’s  video and the station 
tapes. Those indicate the squad 
car was dispatched as soon as the 
clerk reported being “attacked.” 
The gun isn’t mentioned until 
after the squad car’s arrival at the 
motel. 

Police had the video, yet two 
years later continued to echo Baca 
regarding the gun’s role in the 
station’s response. 

“‘I just Maced these guys. They 
tried to cap me,’” then-Sgt. James 
Geier described the clerk saying 
on the video, confusing the word 
“attack” with “cap,” a slang term 
for shooting someone.

Vent’s defense attorney, Bill 
Murphree, objected. “That’s a 
mischaracterization of what’s on 
the tape.”

Vent stood trial in July 1999. 
By then, Baca, though only 29, 
suffered from a stroke and recur-
ring seizures. He now recalled 
the squad car coming down the 
street when the kid in the parking 
lot pulled his gun. Though Vent 
was acquitted of the alleged motel 
assault, the clerk’s accusations 
hold lasting significance through 
the murder investigation.

Confirming a hunch
Keller retired within months 

of Hartman’s murder. He now 
lives in Arizona, where he recently 
fielded questions about the case 
via e-mail.

“When Vent got picked up it 
seemed that it was logical that we 
should speak to him,” wrote the 
detective. 

“Mike Baca’s ID of Vent did 
not have anything to do with the 
actual homicide investigation,” 
Keller added. “He was reporting a 
separate incident.” 

Vent emerged as a murder sus-
pect, according to the detective, 
when the “puzzle pieces” began 
providing shape to the investiga-
tion.

Police detained Vent at about 
4:30 a.m. near Fifth Avenue and 
Barnette Street. The intoxicated 
teenager packed no weapon and, 
according to the arresting officer, 
displayed no signs of being Maced. 
Police fetched the motel clerk. 
From inside a squad car, Baca 
identified Vent as the gunman.

Amid the radio traffic on the 
arrest, Keller is heard speculating 
about possible connections with 
the unidentified youth savaged 
four blocks south.
  The detective cruised over to 
Alaskan Motor Inn, where the 
clerk recounted his troubles with 
Room 107. The video shows Keller, 
who was unaware Hartman had 
spent the night partying across 

town, asking, “Did you happen to 
see earlier that there was a guy in 
brown camos?”

“Yeah, there was,” Baca says, 
nodding affirmatively. “I know 
there was.”

He took police to inspect the 
room. Returning to the lobby, 
Keller directs the clerk to secure 
Room 107. “Maybe we’ll take 
those beer bottles, something like 
that. I want to see if it fits togeth-
er first.”

Another officer present asks 
if this has to do with the tacti-
cal team’s quarry over on Noble 
Street. Keller shook his head. 
“Same description of the guy we 
got,” said the detective, alluding 
to the similarity between the kid 
Baca recalled and the Barnette 
victim’s attire. 

“I don’t know if they’re old 
friends or whatnot,” he said of 
Vent’s possible connection with 
the boy left for dead. “Maybe they 
were having a spot of trouble ear-
lier.” 

Tomorrow: Case solved through con-
fessions

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-
tant professor of journalism. Former 
student Nate Raymond contributed to 
this report. 

Left: Brian O’Donoghue photo / Above: Alaskan Motor Inn surveillance video

Alaskan Motor Inn’s lobby surveillance camera captured Eugene Vent about 4 a.m., Oct. 12, 1997, 
chatting with a woman shortly after she checked out, complaining that kids were partying without 
permission in Room 107.
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HARTMAN: Police forces stretched thin as permanent fund checks fuel nights of mayhem
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ABOUT 
‘DECADE       

OF DOUBT’
This seven-part series 

offers no proof of guilt or 
innocence. It does docu-
ment gaps in the police 
investigation that raise ques-
tions about the victim’s last 
conscious hours. It points 
out that the group convicted 
of the teen’s murder may 
have been prosecuted with 
forms of evidence identified 
later in national studies as 
contributing to some wrong-
ful prosecutions elsewhere. 
And it shows how rulings 
from this state’s courts have 
undermined Alaska Native 
confidence in the justice sys-
tem by keeping juries from 
weighing all that’s known 
about the crime.

Among the series’ obser-
vations:

• The police investigation 
remained focused on sus-
pects flagged through a pair 
of confessions, subsequently 
retracted, despite lab tests 
that yielded no supporting 
evidence. 

• Jurors remained 
unaware that state crime 
lab experts couldn’t match 
George Frese’s boots with 
photos of John Hartman’s 
bruises. Though it bore the 
lab’s logo, the suggestive 
exhibit presented at trial was 
a non-scientific photo overlay 
assembled by police and 
the district attorney. Recent 
studies have shown that evi-
dence lacking forensic merit 
often figures in convictions 
that are later overturned. 

• Detectives referred to 
fictitious evidence through-
out the interrogations that 
yielded confessions from 
Eugene Vent and Frese. 
Employing such trickery on 
suspects who profess no 
memory of a crime, while 
standard practice in 1997, 
today draws specific cau-
tions in the nation’s standard-
setting criminal interroga-
tion manual. The revisions 
reflect lessons learned from 
re-examining tactics used 
obtaining confessions later 
proven false in cases that 
sent innocent people to jail.  

• The state’s case strong-
ly relied upon identifications 
made by an eyewitness 
standing 550 feet from a 
robbery. The distance raises 
the possibility of witness 
misidentification, which has 
emerged as the leading com-
mon denominator among 
hundreds of errant murder 
and rape convictions. 

• Police paid scant atten-
tion to the last person known 
to have been with Hartman. 
Chris Stone, a 14-year-old 
self-described methamphet-
amine addict, had been hos-
pitalized following a similar 
assault only weeks prior. 
And jurors never heard about 
Stone’s attention-getting 
entrance into Carrs-Foodland 
about the time Hartman lay 
dying in the street. Also, no 
one involved in the Hartman 
case had access to Stone’s 
sworn statement, sealed in 
an unrelated juvenile pro-
ceeding, suggesting, under 
one interpretation, aware-
ness of his friend’s plight.

All of this has contributed, 
in the eyes of many, to a 
decade of doubt.

ON THE WEB
Visit www.newsminer.

com/hartman for more on 
“Decade of Doubt.”

• Emergency calls and 
police radio tapes convey 
mounting mayhem along-
side a presumed murder 
downtown.

• Motel clerk describes 
alleged confrontation with 
armed gunman Eugene Vent 
to grand jury weighing mur-
der charges. 

• Police reports: Cab driv-
ers recalls victim’s last ride; 
mugging investigation near 
Eagle’s Hall.

• Motel surveillance 
video.

Frese

Pease

Vent

Roberts
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Murder suspects emerge from wild night

DeeDee Hammond/News-MinerSource: Police activity logs, ambulance run report

Image courtesy of DigitalGlobe

1:35 a.m. Police log 911 call 
about robbery near Eagles 
Hall. The victim, Franklin 
Dayton, has returned to a 
wedding reception still in 
full swing. 

About that same time, a 
resident of a women’s 
shelter hears what she takes 
as a serious fight near Ninth 
Avenue and Barnette Street. 

2:45 a.m., Motorist reports 
youth sprawled over curb 
on Ninth Avenue near 
Barnette Street.

2:58 a.m., Carol Pease 
reports her son, Kevin, 
assaulted her and is 
trashing their Fifth Avenue 
home.

3:00 to 4:00 a.m., Alaskan 
Motor Inn’s night clerk 
repeatedly requests assistance 
dealing with rowdy kids.

4:19 a.m., The night clerk 
reports using pepper spray on 
two kids who attacked him. 
Both are out front. 

4:25 a.m., Kids flee as squad 
cars converge on the motel. 
Radio description of the 
Native fugitives carries 
warning that one has a gun. 

4:30 a.m., Police detain 
Eugene Vent walking on Fifth 
Avenue near Barnette. Motel 
clerk identifies him as the kid 
who pulled a gun. No 
weapon is found.

About 5:30 a.m., Detectives 
begin questioning Vent, an 
intoxicated 17-year-old, about 
the motel incident  and the 
Barnette Street assault.     

TIMELINE:

3:05 a.m. Medics alert dispatch 
the Ninth Avenue victim may 
die from his head injuries.  



By JEANNETTE J. LEE
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE — Two conser-
vation groups are challenging the 
Bush administration’s recent deci-
sion to let oil companies unin-
tentionally harass or harm polar 
bears and walruses in the growing 
pursuit of fossil fuels off the north-
western Alaska coast.

In a lawsuit filed Tuesday in 
Anchorage, Pacific Environment 
and the Center for Biological Diver-
sity alleged that federal officials 
violated laws designed to protect 
the animals and their sensitive 
habitat in the Arctic waters of the 
Chukchi Sea.

“These regulations set the 
parameters for how oil exploration 
will be done in the next five years,” 
said Brendan Cummings, oceans 
program director at the Center for 
Biological Diversity. “The Chukchi 
Sea is critical habitat for those 
animals. For them to survive in 
the face of global warming, we sim-
ply cannot allow oil development 
there.”

Last month, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service decided to grant 
legal protection to seven oil com-
panies in the Chukchi during the 
next five years should they acci-
dentally harm “small numbers” of 
polar bears or Pacific walruses dur-
ing the course of drilling and other 
exploratory activities. The agency 
is named as a defendant in the suit, 
along with Interior Secretary Dirk 
Kempthorne.

Fish and Wildlife Service offi-
cials believe oil and gas exploration 
will have a negligible effect on the 
bear and walrus populations. It 
is global warming, they say, that 
will most likely cause the animals’ 
numbers to dwindle.

Under the harassment per-

Groups sue
to protect
wildlife in
Chukchi Sea
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By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

Margaret Williams 
bumped into her 
nephew as she left 

the Eagles Hall about 3 a.m. Sat-
urday, Oct. 11, 1997. 

“He didn’t even know I said 
hello. He didn’t even know it was 
me,” she said later, describing 17-
year-old Eugene Vent’s condition 
to police. 

“You know when you’re so 
drunk your head is, like, two-
and-a-half feet in front of your 
body? That’s what he was doing,” 
she said. “He was staggering.” 

Within three hours, Vent was 

Case solved?
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Sourdough 
Jack sez:

“Don’t knock 
the weather. 
Most of us 

couldn’t start 
a conversation 

without it!”

decade of

THE JOHN HARTMAN

MURDER

www.newsminer.com/hartman

Eric Engman                  
/News-Miner

Friends and 
family of 15-
year-old John 
Hartman 
brought in 
photos of the 
teen during a 
pre-sentenc-
ing hearing for 
George Frese, in 
back, in January 
2000. Frese is 
one of four men 
convicted in 
Hartman’s 1997 
murder. Kevin 
Pease, Marvin 
Roberts and 
Eugene Vent 
also were con-
victed in Hart-
man’s murder.

Confessions to police remain at center of trial’s debate

Please see HARTMAN, Page A6

INSIDE
Court hearing begins in Anchor-

age for Eugene Vent.                   

— Page B1

By STEVE QUINN
Associated Press Writer

JUNEAU — The second per-
son within a week has collapsed 
and died shortly after reaching 
the summit of Mount McKinley, 
officials at Denali National Park 
and Preserve said Tuesday.

Pungkas Tri Baruno, 20, of 
Jakarta, Indonesia, died Monday 
night while descending North 
America’s tallest mountain, 
park spokeswoman Maureen 
McLaughlin said.

Baruno collapsed about a 
quarter-mile — or about a 15-
minute walk in a relatively flat 
region — from a camp at the 
17,200-foot level, she said.

Climbing guides unsuccess-
fully tried to revive Baruno. 
McLaughlin said the cause of 
death remained unknown.

“We don’t have any informa-
tion on his health, but it would 
certainly appear that he was a 
very active person,” McLaughlin 
said.

Plans to recover the body 
remained on hold until weather 
permits a high-altitude helicop-
ter to access the area, perhaps as 
early as Wednesday.

Baruno was part of a guid-
ed expedition led by Mountain 
Trip. The group began to climb 
the West Buttress ascent of the 
20,320-foot mountain on June 
22.

Baruno, one climbing partner 

2nd climber
dies on top
of McKinley   
in one week

Please see CLIMBER, Page A10

Sam Harrel/News-Miner

Susan Roatch points to where her bedroom is in relation to the tree that fell onto her house on 17th Avenue during stormy 
weather Monday night and early Tuesday morning. As the severe storm moved through area, Roatch was awakened by a loud 
crash. The tree damaged the fence and the roof as it fell over a car parked underneath of it.

By RENA DELBRIDGE
rdelbridge@newsminer.com

Gov. Sarah Palin’s proposed in-state 
gas line, unveiled Monday with some 
fanfare, faces uncertain prospects with 
its funding and gas supply, according to 
some of those involved in the project.

Palin announced a public-private part-
nership between the state, Enstar Natu-
ral Gas Co. and the Alaska Natural Gas 

Development Authority to build a small-
diameter “bullet line” within the next 
five years. The plan is to link Anchorage, 
Fairbanks and the North Slope in a way 
that will ease Fairbanks’ home heating 
oil woes soon while opening a route for 
North Slope gas to reach Anchorage mar-
kets in the long-term.

The smaller line eventually could 
serve as the in-state spur of a major 
pipeline, such as the one proposed by 

TransCanada or the joint proposal by BP 
and ConocoPhillips.

Officials with the state, Enstar and 
ANGDA agree the line would put infra-
structure in place to allow Alaskans to 
access their resources, but each party 
envisions that happening in a somewhat 
different way. The state is hoping to send 
a signal to explorers that the market 
demands more gas, thereby spurring new 
exploration and assuring a steady energy 

supply for Southcentral, said Joe Balash, 
special assistant to the governor on oil 
and gas issues.

Enstar is looking to a line that could 
feed Anchorage markets with North 
Slope gas as Cook Inlet contracts become 
shorter and more difficult to arrange, 
said Curtis Thayer, director of corporate 
and external affairs for the utility.

And the voter-created ANGDA, which 
can access funding outside of the state 

treasury, said the bullet line keeps Alas-
ka’s options open into the future, with 
the potential for boosting propane and 
liquefied natural gas markets as well, 
said Harold Heinze, CEO.

How a spur line plays out could hinge 
on supply. Enstar and ANGDA seem 
less confident than the state that Cook 
Inlet can continue supplying gas to meet 

Funding, logistics dampen cheers for in-state gas line

Please see GAS LINE, Page A9
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Wild weather strikes

By REBECCA GEORGE
rgeorge@newsminer.com

Late Monday evening, light-
ning spread across the sky like 
a skeletal hand print and left 
its mark in and around the 
city of Fairbanks with downed 
trees and traffic signs and even 
sparking a few distant fires.

At about 1 a.m. on Tuesday, 
Susan Roatch woke up to a 
loud crash outside her house on 

17th Avenue.
“When I finally stopped 

being scared, I went out and 
looked around this morning, 
and I thought my three trees 
had been struck by lightning,” 
she said.

Lightning or wind blown, 
the damage was there. One of 
the cottonwood trees damaged 
a portion of the roof and now 

Rarely seen high winds, rain batter Fairbanks

Please see STORM, Page A9

By TIM MOWRY
tmowry@newsminer.com

A pair of lightning-caused 
fires near Interior com-
munities prompted quick 
responses from the Alaska 
Fire Service on Monday.

One of the fires, a 7-acre 
blaze off the Parks Highway 
between Clear Air Force 
Base and Healy, was quickly 
contained. Firefighters were 
still trying to get a handle 

Lightning sparks Interior fires

Please see FIRES, Page A10
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facing interrogation about a 
youth then on life support fol-
lowing a beating downtown. 
By mid-morning, the teenager 
accepted that a bloody footprint 
showed he was at the crime 
scene. By evening, police had 
Vent’s confession incriminating 
himself and three former basket-
ball teammates — George Frese, 
Kevin Pease and Marvin Roberts. 
They also had what the chief 
detective described as a corrobo-
rating confession from Frese.

John Hartman died that Sun-
day at the age of 15.

Police and prosecutors cite 
those confessions from Vent and 
Frese as proof justice has been 
served in the 33- to 79-year 

prison sentences 
handed to Hart-
man’s convicted 
murderers.

More than 
two decades 
of experience 
investigat-
ing Fairbanks 
homicides leaves 
Lt. Paul Keller 
sanguine about 
the reliability of 

those self-incriminations from 
suspects who echoed each other 
confirming the group’s involve-
ment. “Neither had a time to 
communicate with each other to 
make up a story to confess,” the 
retired detective recently pointed 
out, responding to questions by 
e-mail.

Supporters of the Hartman 
suspects and other case crit-
ics contend false confessions 
led police to discount Roberts’ 
claimed alibi and to ignore alter-
native suspects.

“I always thought he (Vent) 
was innocent,” said Richard Leo, 
a University of San Francisco 
law professor whose theories 
about false confessions are far 
from universally accepted but 
place him in the vanguard of an 
emerging field of criminal justice 
research.

In 1999, Leo flew to Anchor-
age prepared to explain why he 
considers Vent’s statement a 
perfect example of a “persuaded 
confession.” Jurors never heard 
from the paid expert, however; 
there was no way to quantify or 
test Leo’s explanations of why 
people sometimes falsely confess, 

concluded the judge, who barred 
Leo’s testimony.

In the years since that ruling, 
DNA-driven exonerations have 
provided a growing set of wrong-
ful convictions for analysis, yield-
ing new data on the frequency of 
false confessions in errant mur-
der and rape cases. An empirical 
study in this area, published in 
the January issue of Columbia 
Law Review, shows false confes-
sions tainted the evidence in 16 
percent of the first 200 convic-
tions overturned through DNA 
testing.  Other studies of wrong-
ful convictions report even high-
er incidences of false confessions.

Injustices revealed by science 
have opened minds throughout 
the U.S. justice system to the 
complexities of psychological 
interrogation. It also prompted 
revisions in the nation’s stan-
dard-setting police interrogation 
manual, which now cautions 
against some of the tactics used 
more than 10 years ago question-
ing the Hartman suspects.       

Interrogation begins
Vent was walking home from 

another party at the Alaskan 
Motor Inn when police stopped 
him about 4:30 a.m. near Fifth 

Avenue and Barnette Street. The 
motel clerk fingered him from a 
patrol car; the kid, he said, had 
just pulled a gun on him.

Keller, then Fairbanks’ chief 
detective, wondered if Vent 
might also have something to do 
with a presumed fatal assault 
a few blocks south. His hunch 
appeared confirmed when the 
clerk described a teen wearing 
camouflage gear — matching 
Hartman — partying with Vent’s 
crowd earlier.

Hartman, though, had spent 
the night across town with 
friends at Noah’s Rainbow Inn. 
About 1:15 a.m., according to the 
taxi driver’s run sheet, he and 
two companions shared a cab to 
Laurene Street. This casts doubt 
on the victim’s claimed pres-
ence at the Alaskan, considering 
the approximate 1:35 a.m. time 
frame of the fatal assault.

But Keller had no way of 
knowing that when he sent 
Detective Aaron Ring to inter-
view Vent at Fairbanks Youth 
Facility.

At approximately 6 a.m., the 
detective sat down with Vent, 
who waived his rights to have an 
attorney or his mother present, 
for the first of three interviews 
spaced hours apart and extend-

ing across an 11-hour span. In 
that initial session, which lasted 
roughly 120 minutes, the detec-
tive mentioned that “a friend” of 
Vent’s remained gravely injured 
from a fight. He said other wit-
nesses were talking. And Ring 
hammered the young suspect 
with an intentional falsehood: 
“How’d your footprint get in the 
blood?”

“I guess I was there,” Vent 
responded the sixth time Ring 
inquired about the supposed 
bloody footprint at the crime 
scene. 

After the detective’s 16th ref-
erence to fictitious footprint evi-
dence, Vent eyed his shoes.

“He looked at his shoe and 
tried to wipe it off,” the detective 
recalled during an evidentiary 
hearing.  “I didn’t see any blood, 
but (it) gave me the impression 
that he thought there might be 
blood on his shoe.”

Bit by bit, the detective con-
veyed facts about the case. He 
showed Vent photos of Hartman 
in the hospital and of his dis-
tinctive jacket. He mentioned a 
matchbook and lighter recovered 
from the scene. He told him 
police sought a group with a car. 
He brought up the robbery down 
the street from the wedding 

reception at the Eagles Hall.
Another officer introduced 

the names of a pair of school-
mates suspected as accomplices. 
“Excuse me, the station just 
called,” the transcript notes an 
unidentified voice stating, “and, 
uh, Kevin Pease and Harley 
Semaken (inaudible) were both 
arrested and, uh, they think they 
are involved in this. Kevin Pease 
had some problems tonight.” 

Vent eventually blurted, 
“You’re starting to make me 
think like I killed somebody, 
man. You’re trying to fill my 
brain with things I didn’t do.”

The first interrogation ended 
about 8:30 a.m. Vent hadn’t 
owned up to seeing the assault. 
But he seemed to accept the 
shoeprint’s bloody proof he had 
passed through the intersection, 
perhaps after Hartman’s assault.

The citation Vent received 
that morning for underage 
drinking noted his breath-alcohol 
content at 0.158 percent, roughly 
double Alaska’s current intoxica-
tion standard. Though he had 
asked Ring for a burger during 
that first session, offering to 
pay for it, the teenager received 
nothing to eat before jailers 
awakened him shortly before 1 
p.m. for a second round of ques-
tioning.

The detective began by again 
reading Vent his rights. This 
time the minor first briefly talk-
ed to his mother by telephone. 

Vent had rambled on during 
the first session about the pos-
sibility that two friends who 
enlisted his help scoring weed 
were responsible. The story 
didn’t hold up. “You knew that 
he was in Wisconsin,” Ring 
said about one of the friends, 
confronting the suspect on the 
apparent lies. 

Testifying at his own trial 
two years later, Vent blamed 
his initial deceit on intoxica-
tion. “If I wasn’t drunk, I 
wouldn’t have made that story 
up.”

Under cross-examination, 
however, he acknowledged 
lying throughout his sessions 
with the detective. “I was 
pretty much agreeing with 
him, because I was sort of 
lying through the whole thing, 
but I don’t know why I was 
lying.   

The detective, meanwhile, 
fished for the teen’s accom-
plices using a yearbook from 
Howard Luke Academy.

“These are your good 
friends. You play basketball 
with these guys,” Ring said. 
“You see I got your picture 
here.”

The ’95-’96 photo of the 
Howard Luke Suns shows 
broad-shouldered, stern-faced 
Pease kneeling in the front 
row, shoulder-to-shoulder with 
Roberts. Vent is standing in the 
back row, smiling alongside the 
coach.

“These guys are friends of 
yours,” Ring said. “There’s 
you standing right next to ’em. 
Standing right back in line. And 
you guys hung around together. 
I’ve already talked to people. 
OK? They were involved in this.”

By midway through the sec-
ond session, Vent agreed that 
he “probably” hit and kicked 
Hartman. Yet he claimed having 
a “blackout” regarding details, 
including what provoked the 
violence.   

“Here’s the thing about black-
outs,” Ring said. “And let me 
tell you I’ve been hearing about 
them a lot longer than you.

HARTMAN: Judge bans testimony from crime expert
Continued from Page A1 

By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

W hy credit claims of innocence 
from any inmate who has 
already confessed?

Science not long ago delivered a three-
letter answer: DNA.

Three years after guilty verdicts were 
returned in the Hartman case, a notori-
ous serial rapist and convicted murderer 
informed authorities in New York that 
he was solely responsible for assaulting 
a Central Park jogger in 1989. His DNA 
matched stains on the jogger’s sock. 
Lengthy investigations by the district 
attract attorney and police confirmed 
other details of his story, resulting in the 
release of five young men then serving 
time for the crime. 

The five, then ages 14 to 16, had all 
confessed. Four repeated their self-incrim-
inations on videotape, several in the com-
pany of their parents. They were serving 
five to 15 year sentences at the time of 
their exonerations in 2002.

 The case remains, perhaps, the best 
known of the 216 wrongful convictions 
overturned in recent years through new 
DNA evidence. This new measure of 
evidentiary truth has not only shattered 
faith in the system, where such injustices 
were long perceived as anomalies, but 
has also identified case files for criminal 
justice researchers seeking explanations 
and systemic flaws — even in cases where 

DNA isn’t available.
The Hartman verdicts aren’t subject to 

DNA validation; physical evidence needed 
for such tests is lacking.

What may apply are the lessons from 
DNA exoneration case files.
   False confessions figured in the trial 
evidence against 31 of the first 200 
inmates freed by DNA testing, according 
to a 2008 University of Virginia study, 
which tracked the legal process of each 
from arrest to exoneration.  

Murder cases made up a dispropor-
tionately high number of those trials 
involving false confessions, seven of 
which resulted in death sentences before 
the individual’s innocence was belatedly 
recognized. 

“In some cases,” study author and law 
professor Brandon Garrett noted, “DNA 
proves not only that the defendant was 
innocent but also that police fed facts, 
asked leading questions, supplied details” 

that added apparent veracity to their 
false confession.

Garrett characterized known exoner-
ees as the “tip of the iceberg,” suggesting 
there’s no reason to assume false confes-
sions and other factors contributing to 
wrongful convictions identified through 
DNA are less common in the larger pool 
of criminal cases lacking evidence suited 
to scientific validation. 

The notion a person would falsely con-
fess to crimes as serious as murder defies 
common sense, observed Rob Warden, a 
law professor and director of Northwest-
ern University’s Center for Wrongful 
Convictions. “Absent physical torture or 
threats, most of us can’t imagine confess-
ing to a crime we did not commit,” he 
commented via e-mail. “But psychological 
techniques employed during police inter-
rogations, while not as effective as tor-
ture, are nonetheless quite effective.”

It isn’t that police seek false confes-
sions. “The trouble,” he said, “is that the 
techniques are effective against the inno-
cent as well as the guilty.”

A number of scholars have singled 
out fictitious evidence introduced in 
a police interrogation as dangerously 
manipulative. “To see why such a tactic 
is a problem, one has only to look at the 
false-memory literature and note what 
ordinary individuals can be falsely led to 
believe,” wrote Elizabeth Loftus, a Uni-
versity of California at Irvine psychology 
professor and National Academy of Sci-

ences member, in a 2004 opinion piece for 
Psychology and Public Policy. 

Innocence may actually invite risk dur-
ing psychological interrogation, according 
to Saul Kassin, a Williams College psy-
chology professor. His research indicates 
innocent people with no felony record are 
far more likely to waive Miranda rights 
and answer police questions without an 
attorney present. He also found lawmen 
participating in his experiments were 
falsely confident about their personal 
ability assessing guilt, and thus pressed 
the interrogation even harder with inno-
cent test subjects.    

“Police-induced confession is like a 
Hollywood drama,” observed Kassin, in 
a 2005 American Psychologist article, 
“scripted by the interrogators theory of 
the case, shaped through questioning and 
rehearsal, directed by the questioner and 
enacted by the suspect.”

Richard Leo, a law school professor 
excluded from testifying as a paid expert 
on Vent’s behalf in 1999,  coined the 
phase “persuaded confessions” describ-
ing false incriminations resulting from 
“shattering a suspect’s confidence in his 
memory” and convincing the person they, 
more likely than not, committed a crime. 

From his pre-trial review of the tapes 
and transcripts, Leo contends Vent  
“came to believe he did the crime in a  
state of blackout.” He agreed to explain 
in court how that can happen, as well 
as point out that facts about Hartman’s 

assault were supplied through the detec-
tives’ questions. 

Judge Ben Esch weighed the paid 
expert’s credentials, listened to his 
planned testimony, and just didn’t see 
how his testimony would enhance the 
jury’s decision making.

In 2003, Alaska’s appellate court 
upheld Leo’s exclusion, finding that it 
arguably fell within the trial judge’s dis-
cretion, and, if not, represented “harm-
less error.”

Leo contends Alaska courts are behind 
the times. 

In 2005 a New York judge conducted 
the most extensive legal exploration 
to date, a 12-day hearing weighing the 
methodology of false confession studies 
and value of allowing expert testimony 
in court. Judge Victor Ort concluded that 
jurors could benefit from an expert’s 
explanation of how and why people con-
fess to crimes they did not commit.

A U.S. Army judge advocate echoed 
that sentiment last fall, urging military 
courts to recognize the advances made by 
researchers since the late 1990s. “Justice 
demands that prosecutors and judges 
educate themselves to the growing body 
of evidence suggesting psychological 
interrogation methods produce mislead-
ing and false confessions at unacceptable 
rates,” wrote Maj. Peter Kagelieiry, chief 
of military justice for a Germany-based 
Army unit, in a 2007 article for Military 
Law Review.

DNA provides lessons in looking for false confessions
The first 200 DNA exonerations

Eyewitness misidentification

Incorrect forensic evidence

Informant testimony

False confessions

79%
57%
18%
16%

Common contributing factors:

Source: Judging Innocence, January 2008, Columbia Law Review

ABOUT ‘DECADE OF DOUBT’
This seven-part series offers no proof of guilt or innocence. It 

does document gaps in the police investigation that raise questions 
about the victim’s last conscious hours. It points out that the group 
convicted of the teen’s murder may have been prosecuted with 
forms of evidence identified later in national studies as contribut-
ing to some wrongful prosecutions elsewhere. And it shows how 
rulings from this state’s courts have undermined Alaska Native 
confidence in the justice system by keeping juries from weighing all 
that’s known about the crime.

Among the series’ observations:
• The police investigation remained focused on suspects 

flagged through a pair of confessions, subsequently retracted, 
despite lab tests that yielded no supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained unaware that state crime lab experts couldn’t 
match George Frese’s boots with photos of John Hartman’s bruis-
es. Though it bore the lab’s logo, the suggestive exhibit presented 
at trial was a non-scientific photo overlay assembled by police and 
the district attorney. Recent studies have shown that evidence lack-
ing forensic merit often figures in convictions that are later over-
turned. 

• Detectives referred to fictitious evidence throughout the inter-
rogations that yielded confessions from Eugene Vent and Frese. 
Employing such trickery on suspects who profess no memory of 
a crime, while standard practice in 1997, today draws specific cau-
tions in the nation’s standard-setting criminal interrogation manual. 
The revisions reflect lessons learned from re-examining tactics 
used obtaining confessions later proven false in cases that sent 
innocent people to jail.  

• The state’s case strongly relied upon identifications made by 
an eyewitness standing 550 feet from a robbery. The distance rais-
es the possibility of witness misidentification, which has emerged 
as the leading common denominator among hundreds of errant 
murder and rape convictions. 

• Police paid scant attention to the last person known to have 
been with Hartman. Chris Stone, a 14-year-old self-described meth-
amphetamine addict, had been hospitalized following a similar 
assault only weeks prior. And jurors never heard about Stone’s 
attention-getting entrance into Carrs-Foodland about the time Hart-
man lay dying in the street. Also, no one involved in the Hartman 
case had access to Stone’s sworn statement, sealed in an unre-
lated juvenile proceeding, suggesting, under one interpretation, 
awareness of his friend’s plight.

All of this has contributed, in the eyes of many, to a decade of 
doubt.

Howard Luke              
1996 yearbook photo

Police used  the 
Howard Luke  

basketball 
team’s yearbook 

photo to jog 
Eugene Vent’s 

memory during 
the teen’s inter-
rogation. In the 

back row, far 
left, is George 

Frese, and third 
from left is 

Eugene vent.
Marvin Roberts 

is in the front 
row, second 

from left.

Hartman

Please see HARTMAN, Page A7

David Paul Morris/The Register

University of California at Irvine Associate Professor Richard A. Leo, Ph.D., J.D., flew to Anchorage 
in 1999 to testify why he considers Eugene Vent’s statement an example of a persuaded confession, 
but the judge barred Leo from testifying. “I always thought he was innocent,” Leo said.
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Blackouts like that, where you’re 
still up and around the next day, 
are mostly blackouts that you 
give yourself cause you don’t 
want to talk about it. And those 
you can overcome. You just basi-
cally pushed it back because you 
don’t want to think about it right 
now. But this is the best time 
for you to be straight forward 
with me and come forward with 
this. ’Cause when, when you do 
it later, you won’t talk about it 
later, ’cause this isn’t something 
to keep inside.”

“I’m telling you I ain’t,” Vent 
said. “I don’t remember beating 
anybody up.”

Revisions in the    
training manual

There was no telltale footprint 
or bloody shoe. Hartman’s inju-
ries were mainly internal and 
he bled very little. Ring later 
justified his trickery as a means 
of overcoming the “jousting” 
denials expected from any guilty 
party. 

In 1997, that view prevailed 
nationwide.

Sympathizing 
with a suspect, 
minimizing the 
moral signifi-
cance of a crime 
and calculated 
deception such 
as telling an 
offender that 
accomplices have 
confessed when 
they haven’t 
— these were 
and remain 
fundamental 
aspects of the 
“Reid Tech-
nique,” a nine-
step interroga-
tion methodol-
ogy developed 
in the 1940s by 
John Reid, a 
Chicago crime 
lab veteran. In 
1966, the U.S. 
Supreme Court 
referenced the 
Reid technique 
in the landmark 
Miranda deci-
sion, which man-
dated the now-
routine briefing 
suspects receive 
concerning their 
rights.

At the time 
of the Hartman 
case, according 
to Keller, all 
Fairbanks detec-
tives were “Reid 

school trained.” 
Over the decades, the tech-

niques set forth in Reid’s indus-
try-standard training manual, 
“Criminal Interrogation and 
Confessions,” received periodic 
updates incorporating advances 
in applied psychology and chang-
ing legal precedents. At 639 pag-
es, the newest edition is roughly 
twice the size of the 1986 text in 
use when Ring interrogated sus-
pects in the Hartman case.

The new material includes a 
35-page chapter, “Distinguishing 
between True and False Confes-
sions.” Reid’s fourth edition 
sprinkles warning against prac-
tices shown to have contributed 
to systemic failures that have 
sent innocent people to prison.

“While this concept has been 
addressed frequently in this 

text,” one of the new warnings 
states: “it is worth repeating 
again — at no time should an 
investigator attempt to persuade 
a suspect that he is guilty of a 
crime he does not remember 
committing.”

It remains standard practice 
for interrogators to exaggerate, 
even lie, to coax incriminating 
admissions from a suspect rea-
sonably considered guilty. As the 
latest edition of the Reid’s manu-
al states: “It is absurd to believe 
that a suspect who knows he did 
not commit a crime would place 
greater weight and credibility on 
alleged evidence than on his own 
knowledge of his innocence.”

However, the current man-
ual specifically warns against 
employing trickery dealing with 
subjects uncertain about their 
involvement. 

“This tactic should not 
be used for the suspect who 
acknowledges that he may 

have committed the crime even 
though he has no specific recol-
lections of doing so.”

The manual further cautions 
against using fictitious evidence 
with “youthful suspects with low 
social maturity,” or “diminished 
mental capacity.”

 “These suspects may not have 
the fortitude or confidence,” the 
manual warns, “to challenge 
such evidence and, depending 
on the nature of the crime, may 
become confused as to their own 
involvement if the police tell 
them evidence clearly indicates 
they committed the crime.”

Joseph Buckley, president of 
John E. Reid and Associates, 
which publishes Criminal Confes-
sions and trains law enforcement 
agencies in its use, reviewed this 
story and the full transcript of 
Vent’s police statements. “I do 
not have any problems with your 
references to our text and the 
quotes that you use,” Buckley 

replied by e-mail. He added, how-
ever, that none of the material 
he reviewed offered a basis for 
evaluating either suspects’ guilt 
or innocence. 

Ferreting out the truth from 
a suspect who claims no memory 
of an event requires skill and 
patience, observed Buckley. “It’s 
a ploy that must be tested by the 
interrogator,” he commented by 
e-mail. “There is no time limit 
per se, particularly when the sus-
pect keeps changing his story as 
Vent was doing.”

The interrogation of Vent, 
in Buckley’s view, skipped over 
the technique’s recommended 
starting point:  a non-accusatory 
interview designed to assess the 
suspect’s story in light of avail-
able evidence.

“Vent’s session,” he observed, 
“seems to be just Q & A with a 
few efforts of Ring trying to sug-
gest some reason for the crime 
— for example, the victim made 

a disparaging remark, etc.” 
  

Suspicious injury 
That afternoon, Frese limped 

into the emergency room at Fair-
banks Memorial Hospital.

“Foot pain,” stated the tri-
age assessment. “Got in a fight 
last night, doesn’t know how it 
happened. He was drunk. Has a 
bruise.”

“Kicked someone last night,” 
a doctor noted, “but doesn’t 
remember anything else. States 
awoke this AM @ home foot 
hurting.”

Mindful of the teen then on 
life support, a nurse alerted 
police. Ring approached Frese, 
who was awaiting an X-ray. The 
21-year-old didn’t remember 
much. Too wasted from drinking, 
he said.

The detective mentioned the 
Barnette assault and that Vent 
was talking. “If you were there 
and you took off because you 
didn’t like what was going on, 
which is what Eugene said he 
did, then we can talk,” he said. 
“We can work with that.”

As police requested, Frese’s 
girlfriend fetched his boot from 
their apartment. 

Sgt. David Kendrick and 
Julie Klaker, Hartman’s primary 
nurse, compared the boot’s tread 
to Hartman’s facial bruises.

“They matched up perfectly, 

actually,” Klaker later testified. 
After receiving treatment for 

a badly sprained ankle, Frese 
agreed to accompany police to 
the crime scene in hopes of jog-
ging his memory. The 155-pound 
suspect made the trip sitting 
astride the center console of a 
Ford pickup, flanked by a 200-
pound detective and the 6-foot 
7-inch sergeant.

“It’s a scary thing,” Ring 
observed in that taped, on-the-
road, conversation. “Because, 
I mean, we are talking about a 
sexual assault, ya know, of anoth-
er male.”

Police pointed out the inter-
section where the victim was 
found, skid marks on the pave-
ment nearby, as well as local 
landmarks. The detective advised 
him police would be keeping his 
boot, because its tread matched 
the victim’s bruises, a match 
that he said the crime lab would 
confirm with the reliability of a 
fingerprint. 

“So what if he dies and, uh, 
what’s gonna happen to me?” 
Frese asked.

“Well it depends on your 
involvement here,” said the 
detective. He suggested continu-
ing their conversation at the 
station, promising Frese a ride 
home afterward. 

 

HARTMAN: Legal battles over the Hartman case reach the Alaska Supreme Court in 1998
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Above: Alaska Superior Court Judge Sigurd Murphy explains his dismissal of murder indictments 
against Eugene Vent, Kevin Pease and Marvin Roberts during a February 1998 hearing.

Mike Mathers/News-Miner

Right: Ida McClough, top, listens to Assistant District Attorney Jeff O’Bryant as he addresses Alaska 
Superior Court Judge Sigurd Murphy in the February 1998 hearing. McClough is the mother of 
Eugene Vent, one of four men found guilty of murdering John Hartman.

Sam Harrel/News-Miner

Below: Fairbanks Police detective Aaron Ring, the prime investigator in the Hartman case, is seen 
here testifying in an unrelated case in 1998. 

By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

The nation’s leading interroga-
tion technique has two stages: a 
non-accusatory assessment of the 

suspect’s probable guilt, followed by hard-
edged, psychological grilling structured to 
elicit truthful confessions.

The opening segment is “designed 
to develop enough information for us 
to assess the credibility of the suspect’s 
story in conjunction with the investiga-
tive and forensic evidence available,” 
according to Joseph Buckley, president 
of company that trains law enforcement 
agencies in what’s known as the “Reid 
Technique.”

Suspects “whose guilt,” as the manual 
puts it, “in the opinion of the trained 
investigator, seems definite or reasonably 
certain” are candidates for the nine-step 
confession-eliciting method named for 
1940s-era crime lab pioneer John Reid.

The real interrogation begins with a 
direct accusation on the part of the inves-
tigator and progresses into monologues 
lasting “as long as 30 minutes,” explained 
Buckley, that offer a suspect moral justi-
fications and face-saving reasons to come 
clean on participation in a crime.

Suspects are encouraged to confide 

admissions, to their own detriment, 
through the interrogator’s gradual devel-
opment of themes playing upon a guilty 
party’s natural inclination to rationalize  
criminal conduct. The investigator might 
comment, for example, that speed limit 
signage is poor, introducing a theme invit-
ing a driver’s admission about inadver-
tently exceeding the posted limit.

Techniques covered in the method’s 
steps include reading and responding to a 
suspect’s body language, overcoming pre-
dictable criminal denials as well as recog-
nizing reliable signs of innocence.

For “rare cases” involving suspects 
who acknowledge possible involvement in 
crimes they claim not to recall, the latest 
edition of Reid’s manual outlines a strat-

egy discouraging falsehoods from inadver-
tent persuasion.

“To defend against possible claims of 
a coerced-internalized confession,” the 
manual states, “the investigator should 
avoid any theme centered around the sus-
pect’s inability to remember committing 
the crime (being intoxicated, repression, 
multiple personality, etc.).”

The manual gives this example:
Suspect: “You say I did this, but I 

don’t remember doing it. Do you think I 

could have somehow blocked it from my 
memory.

Investigator: “I’m sure there are parts 
of this you may not be able to specifically 
recall right now. That’s human nature. 
On the other hand, I know you remem-
ber a lot of what happened that night 
That’s all I’m interested in — what you 
can remember. The big question I have is 
whether this was planned out months in 
advance or if it just happened on the spur 
of the moment.”

Manual spells out method for obtaining confessions
Brian O’Donoghue photo

“Criminal Interro-
gation and Con-
fessions,” devel-
oped by a 1940s 
crime lab expert, 
is the leading 
guide that teach-
es investigators 
how to obtain a 
confession from 
a suspect.

Please see HARTMAN, Page A8

ON THE WEB
Visit www.newsminer.com/hartman for more on “Decade of 

Doubt.”
• Police interrogation transcripts:  Uncensored transcripts of 

the confessions from Eugene Vent and George Frese; denials from 
Marvin Roberts; Kevin Pease’s angry response to exposure of his 
attempted alibi.

• Eugene Vent’s ticket for minor consuming a few blocks from 
Hartman’s fatal assault.

• Recent studies of DNA exonerations, wrongful conviction fac-
tors and false confession theory.

CONSIDERING CONFESSIONS
“ ... the following represents some factors to consider in the assessment of 

the credibility of a suspect’s confession. These issues are certainly not all inclu-
sive, and each case must be evaluated on the ‘totality of circumstances’ sur-
rounding the interrogation and confession, but, nevertheless, these are elements 
that should be given careful consideration:

 1. The suspect’s condition at the time of the interrogation:
 a. physical condition (including drug and/or alcohol intoxication);
 b. mental capacity;
 c. psychological condition
2. The suspect’s age
3. The suspect’s prior experience with law  enforcement
4. The suspect’s understanding of the language
5. The length of the interrogation
6. The degree of detail provided by the suspect in his confession           
7. The extent of corroboration between the confession and the  crime
8. The presence of witnesses to the interrogation and confession
9. The suspect’s  behavior during the interrogation
10. The effort to address the suspect’s physical needs
11. The presence of any improper interrogation techniques”

— From “Criminal Interrogation and Confessions”
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Horrific admissions 
Legal battles over the Hart-

man interrogations reached 
Alaska’s highest court in 1998. 
Vent’s entire first interview 
and Frese’s latter statements 
were both suppressed. Report-
ing for this story draws upon 
full uncensored transcripts 
from appellate files.

Both confessions contain 
damning statements. 

Vent eventually took full 
blame for hitting and kicking a 
stranger, simply because some-
one suggested the kid looked 
“queer.”

“Who got out and assaulted 
this guy?”

“Just me,” Vent said, voice 
cracking.

“You and who?”
“I don’t know, me, I guess.”
The detective offered a 

shocking reason to reconsider. 
“And you’re responsible for 
putting something up this guy’s 
rectum?”

“I wouldn’t even think of 
doing that,” the teen protested.

Then others had to be 
involved, Ring pointed out.

Frese had acknowledged 
hurting his foot in a fight he 
couldn’t recall. By the time he 
agreed to accompany detectives 
to the station, police portrayed 
his boot as evidence of involve-
ment the crime lab would soon 
confirm. Though Frese wasn’t 
under arrest, the gravity of 
the situation would have been 
apparent as he faced Ring, and 
later, Kendrick, across a table 
in a 9-foot by 7-foot interroga-
tion room in the basement of 
Fairbanks’ old police headquar-
ters. 

“At what point,” the ser-
geant asked, roughly midway 
through that final session, “did 
you hurt your foot.”

“F------ after I kicked him in 
the face.”

“After you kicked him a cou-
ple times?”

“Yeah,” Frese said.
“OK”
“And then I f------ hit the 

ground.”
And what of the others? 

Kendrick inquired. How many 
times did Pease kick the vic-
tim?

“He just kicked him, a, a, 

lot.”
“Well how many times would 

you say is a lot?”
“I don’t know,” Frese said.
“More than five times?”
“Yeah.”
And what about Vent? the 

sergeant asked. “What was 
Eugene doing at that point?”

“I don’t really f------ remem-
ber,” Frese said. “I wasn’t real-
ly paying attention because my 
f------ foot was hurting; thought 
it was broke.”

The sergeant pressed for 
details. “But before you hurt 
your foot. Kevin’s around him. 
Eugene’s around him. And 
you’re around him. Is that cor-
rect.”

“I don’t know.”
“That’s right?”
The suspect blurted, “We 

just got out and Kevin started 
it. And f------, we just got out, 
kicked him a couple times and 
f------ took off.”

Despite his admissions, 
Frese was allowed outside, une-
scorted, for a cigarette break. 
And he eventually got that ride 
home.

Police knew where to find 
him.

Remembers      
‘everything’

Police showed up at Roberts’ 
home in south Fairbanks that 
evening. He, too, voluntarily 
accompanied detectives to the 
station. 

Kendrick, Ring and then-Sgt. 
James Geier traded off applying 
verbal pressure. They claimed 
his license plate was observed 
near the crime scene and that 
skid marks left near the victim 
scientifically matched his tires. 
Friends from Howard Luke 
had confessed, police insisted, 
naming him. They played him 
a portion of Vent’s recorded 
statement. 

“This is the first time I’ve 
heard about that,” Roberts 
said, according to the tran-
script. “Give me a lie detector 
test, man.”

Police showed him photos of 
the victim. Come clean, they 
urged. Shed that burden.

“It’s not going to tear me 
up,” the suspect countered, 
“because I wasn’t even there.”

Roberts smoked marijuana 

that night with his friend 
Dan Huntington, but there 
was nothing hazy about his 
memory. This suspect insisted 
he “remembered everything.” 
He had run into his old team-
mates at the reception. Rob-
erts recalled seeing Vent again 
later at the Alaskan Motor Inn, 
lounging on a bed. He swore 
he hadn’t given any of them a 
ride.

“I’m innocent,” Roberts 
declared dozens of times. “I 
wasn’t even there,” he repeated 
over and over.

He acknowledged cruising 
Barnette several times that 
night ferrying other friends 
around. At one point, police 
had him thinking his car might 
have been stolen for the crime 
and then returned. “If my 
car was there, it was there,” 
Roberts said. “But I didn’t see 
nothing. I would’ve stopped it.”

So why, detectives asked, are 
you acting scared?

“I’m scared because I’m 
innocent.” 

Fellow-suspect Pease, a 
hardened-juvenile offender 
mistrustful of police, told Ring 
he spent the evening with his 
girlfriend.

The lie was her idea, the 
young woman later testi-
fied. She just wanted to help 
Kevin avoid trouble. When she 
learned her boyfriend was a 
murder suspect, Jessica Lun-
deen acknowledged his alibi 
was false. 

Detectives took the lie as 
proof they had the right man. 

“Human error,” Pease said 
in a telephone interview from 
prison. “I messed up when I 
said that. I was scared.”

Confessors         
reconsider

District Attorney Harry 
Davis advised grand jurors 
that both Vent and Frese had 
incriminated themselves and 
were expected to testify against 
the other suspects.

Both instead chose to stand 
trial rather than take deals 
offered for their testimony. 
Police manipulated them into 
making false confessions, each 
said later. 

“I can’t really explain it. He 
broke me down,” Vent said in a 

videotaped 2004 interview at a 
private Arizona prison housing 
Alaska’s long-term convicts. “I 
was drunk you know, and I was 
tired, and he took advantage of 
me and forced me into a cor-
ner.”

Regardless of his state of 
intoxication during the first 
interrogation, Vent had had 
plenty of time to absorb the 
alcohol coursing through his 
system before Ring’s third and 
final visit, 7 p.m. that Saturday.

By then, the teenager had 
slept, eaten and showered. The 
detective again read the suspect 
his rights.

He again put the suspect’s 
mother on the phone. 

Vent again consented to 
talk. Again he incriminated his 
friends. Again he acknowledged 
taking part in the assault.

“Do you remember how 
many times you kicked him, 
approximately?”

“I don’t know,” Vent said, 
“10 times.”

“OK,” the detective said. 
“Mostly to the body? Or arms? 
I think you said?”

“To the body. To the arms. 
Couple times to the head,” Vent 
said.

That third interrogation 
lasted less than 20 minutes. 
Toward the end, Ring switched 
off the tape for two minutes. 
Afterward he asks Vent if he 
has been coerced or threatened 
in any way.

“No,” the teen responds.
“Are you glad you gave this 

statement?” the detective 
asked.       

“Yes,” said the suspect.
Ten days later, Vent, Frese 

and the others pleaded inno-
cent.

Before setting out for the 
reception, Frese and several 
friends had played “Up and 
down the river,” a card game 
requiring losing participants 
to toss back as many as four 
beer shots with each hand. One 
of those friends, Edgar Henry, 
later told police the five people 
involved drank two full cases of 
beer in about two hours before 
continuing on to Eagle Hall.

After returning to his apart-
ment about 5 a.m., Frese 
sipped hard liquor, he said, 
until 7:30 or 8 a.m.

His intoxication level wasn’t 
tested during the afternoon 

emergency room visit. 
“They gave me a scenario, 

and I went with it,” Frese said 
of his confession in a telephone 
interview from Arizona. 

He acknowledges that he 
accepted police statements 
that his boot made the marks 
on Hartman’s face. “I wasn’t 
expecting no corrupt s----- like 
that,” the inmate said in anoth-
er telephone interview last 
spring. “And they’re telling me, 
this matches? 

A decade later, Frese isn’t 
sure what happened that night. 
“I don’t know if I did this or 
not. You know? I don’t know.” 

And if he indeed hurt his 
foot kicking someone other 
than Hartman, that person has 
never came forward.

‘What’s missing’
Ring, at various times, 

offered two reasons for placing 
confidence in Vent’s confession.

“I might have given him 
gum,” the suspect had respond-
ed when the detective asked if 
his fingerprints might turn up 
on items collected at the crime 
scene.

“I hadn’t said anything 
about gum at that point,” Ring 
said at a pre-trial hearing, 
discussing what fed his suspi-
cions. “We had found gum at 
the scene. And so that kind of 
clued me in, as well maybe this 
guy was there. Maybe he knows 
what he’s talking about.”

The other disclosure had to 
do with the victim’s precise 
location on the street.

“Let me draw you a picture 
and ask you to show me one 
thing,” the detective remarked 
concluding Vent’s recorded sec-
ond interview. 

“And at that point he (Vent) 
indicated the uh, southwest 
corner of the intersection just 
off the sidewalk,” the detective 
later said, “and he put a little 
dot there for me.”

The moment of truth wasn’t 
recorded. 

In a 2002 interview, Ring 
blamed the gap on a fluke. “It’s 
not that the tape recorder was 
turned off,” he told a UAF stu-
dent, “it just ran out of tape.”

Alaska is one of a handful of 
states that require the record-
ing of custodial interrogations.

The obligation came down 
in a 1985 opinion by the state 
Supreme Court, which fur-
ther tasked authorities with 
explaining any interruptions 
“so that courts are not left 
to speculate about what took 
place.” Even in the case of 
“acceptable excuses” such as 
a power or equipment failure, 
the court noted, the burden 
falls on authorities to justify 
gaps because “the failure to 
record should be viewed with 
distrust.”

As far back as 1997, Chief 
Dan Hoffman confirmed, 
department policy called for a 
written narrative summarizing 
unrecorded portions of custo-
dial interviews.

The Hartman transcripts 
merely note interruptions with-
out elaboration. 

The suspect’s knowledge 
about Hartman’s position is 
noted only on Ring’s sketch. 
“Location of victim per Vent,” 
state’s a hand-written comment 
with a line pointing to an X. 

Vent’s former defense attor-
ney Bill Murphree expects 
people assume he’s biased in 
describing his client’s confes-
sion as “bunk.” He points to 
“what’s missing” in the state’s 
case.

“You can’t stomp someone to 
death and not leave trace evi-
dence,” the lawyer said in 2005, 
citing experience gained over 
17 years as a state prosecutor, a 
job he resumed last summer.

Self-incriminating state-
ments were only the starting 
point in former Alaska State 
Trooper Jim McCann’s hunts 
for truth. The homicide detec-
tive viewed confessions as maps 
pointing toward supporting 
evidence.

If genuine, he said in a 2002 
interview, they ought to guide 
investigators to recovering 
fingerprints, weapons, blood-
stained clothing or some other 
tangible proof of involvement.

“I couldn’t imagine convict-
ing someone on just that and 
no physical evidence.” 

Tomorrow: Where the crime lab 
wouldn’t go 

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-
tant professor of journalism. Former 
students Jade Frank, Laurel Ford, 
Gary Moore, Nate Raymond and 
Frank Shepherd contributed to this 
story.

HARTMAN: Suspects take the stand after recanting confessions to police
Continued from Page A7
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By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

W hen lab tests proved 
inconclusive, Fairbanks 
lawmen fashioned 

an exhibit that even the man who 
explained its significance to Hart-
man jurors later acknowledged oth-
ers may find scientifically flawed. 

The late Dr. Franc Fallico, Alas-
ka’s former chief medical examiner, 

never backed off the testimony that 
helped send four men to prison for 
John Hartman’s 1997 murder. How-
ever, he later conceded the exhibit’s 
origin outside the crime lab invites 
skepticism.

“There could be an argument 
that’s unrelated to me,” he said in a 
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No physical evidence
Prosecution’s ‘smoking gun’ turns out to be exhibit created outside crime lab
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By REBECCA GEORGE
rgeorge@newsminer.com

The alarm bell has been sounding for more 
than a year since the Fairbanks Native Asso-
ciation lost federal funding and the Downtown 
Association put together its interim Band-Aid 
solution to keep the Community Service Patrol 
up and running.

At the end of this month, the Community 
Service Patrol will no longer operate its single 
van because of lack of funding. The van is 
used to transport inebriates from the streets 
to treatment facilities such as Fairbanks 

Memorial Hospital, Ralph Perdue Detox Cen-
ter and the Title 47 sleep-off at the Fairbanks 
Correctional Center.

The CSP’s budget is based on donation 
commitments from local business. Businesses 
commit to giving a specific donation amount 
but sometimes go back on the offer, leaving 
the CSP scrambling to find additional funding 
at the last minute.

Councilwoman Vivian Stiver operates 
Two Street Station Espresso and a local bed 
and breakfast and has noticed a significant 
decrease in problems with inebriates since the 
onset of the Community Service Patrol.

“It’s the best it’s ever been downtown, and 
it has a lot to do with the CSP,” she said.

Stiver has a few ideas about allocating 
money from the city’s general fund to help 
CSP, but the funding process is complicated at 
the local level.

In the past few years, one local business 
promised as much as $35,000 but only gave 
$10,000 and left the CSP to tap into a flush 
fund that didn’t come close to covering expens-
es for the remainder of the year.

“We budgeted high for fuel prices, but no 

Time running short for local patrol

Sam Harrel/News-Miner

Spencer Herrera, 11, splashes through a puddle with his dog, Patch-
es, as they walk down Lakeview Drive on Wednesday. Since injuring 
his arm earlier this summer, Herrera hasn’t been able to go swim-
ming. That may be an explanation for choosing the wetter route.

THE LOW ROAD

Please see PATROL, Page A7

By STEFAN MILKOWSKI
smilkowski@newsminer.com

JUNEAU — State lawmakers ques-
tioned Gov. Sarah Palin’s new in-state gas 
pipeline effort Wednesday as they returned 
to Juneau for hearings on TransCanada’s 
pipeline proposal.

Palin announced 
an agreement Monday 
between the Alaska Nat-
ural Gas Development 
Authority and Anchorage 
utility Enstar to work 
together on a small-scale 
pipeline that could bring 
gas from the Cook Inlet 
to Fairbanks by 2013.

On Wednesday, law-
makers questioned the 
nature of the agree-
ment and timing of the 

announcement, which comes as Palin is 
seeking legislative approval for TransCan-
ada’s proposal for a much larger pipeline 
from the North Slope into Canada.

“How long has the administration been 
in conversation with Enstar?” asked Rep. 
Mike Hawker, R-Anchorage, who said 
he had only heard about the agreement 

through a press release from the gover-
nor’s office.

Revenue Commissioner Pat Galvin 
acknowledged the agreement was in the 
early stages, and said the administration 

Lawmakers question 
in-state gas line plan

By MARY PEMBERTON
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE — Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin was 
not injured when her sport utility vehicle was 
involved in a four-vehicle chain-reaction collision 
Tuesday at an intersection in Anchorage.

The accident was caused when a vehicle driven 
by a man with several previous traffic violations, 
including speeding, failed to stop in time, rear-
ending the governor’s large SUV.

The governor was driving from her home in 
Wasilla to her Anchorage office when her Chevy 
Suburban was struck at the intersection of the 
Glenn Highway and Bragaw Street.

The governor wasn’t injured and did not request 
medical care, said her spokes-
woman, Sharon Leighow.

The accident occurred when 
Palin was at a complete stop. 
The vehicle behind Palin hit 
her SUV, causing the chain 
reaction.

Leighow said Palin’s vehicle 
sustained some damage but 
was drivable, and the governor 
continued on to work.

Palin was wearing a seat 
belt, and the air bag did not 

deploy.
Leighow said the governor told her she was 

grateful she was driving a large vehicle.
Shawn Brown, 29, of Wasilla, the driver of 

the Econoline van that smashed into the back of 
Palin’s SUV, was cited for failing to use due care to 
avoid a collision and was fined $60, said Anchor-
age police spokeswoman Anita Shell.

“He can just mail that in,” Shell said.
A check of public records shows that Brown 

was found guilty of speeding in 2006, going 10 
mph to 19 mph over the speed limit. A previous 
speeding violation was dismissed in 1998.

According to records, Brown also has received 
several other citations, including operating a vehi-
cle with an expired registration, failing to meet the 
taillight requirement and failing to carry proof of 
insurance.

Shell said it did not appear anybody was injured 
in Tuesday’s accident.

“He said he was not using his phone and was 
paying attention prior to the accident,” she said. 

Governor OK 
after man drives 
into her SUV

Palin
Please see GAS LINE, Page A7

By STEVE QUINN
Associated Press Writer

JUNEAU — State lawmakers are 
back in Juneau for another 30-day 
special session.

But this time, the scope of the ses-
sion will include several energy-relat-
ed issues in addition to the session’s 
most heavy-hitting subject: advanc-
ing a natural gas pipeline project.

Lawmakers will also be reviewing 
Gov. Sarah Palin’s energy relief plan 

More energy issues 
on tap for Legislature

The Associated Press

BOULDER, Colo. — After 12 years of 
suspicion, after media hounding that drove 
JonBenet Ramsey’s parents halfway across 
the country, new DNA tests convinced pros-
ecutors of what the couple said all along: 
They didn’t kill their little girl. A mysteri-
ous stranger did.

Prosecutors’ surprising announcement 
Wednesday affirmed the hopes of the 6-year-
old beauty queen’s father, John Ramsey, 
that her killer might one day be found. Her 
mother, Patsy, didn’t live long enough to 
finally see her name cleared.

New technology was used to analyze 
the scant DNA left behind when someone 

grasped JonBenet’s long johns. That and 
matching DNA found earlier in a drop of 
blood on JonBenet’s underwear convinced 
prosecutors that the genetic material is 
that of the still-unidentified killer.

“The most important thing is that we 
now have very, very solid evidence, and 
that’s always been the hope, at least in 
the recent past, that that will lead us to 
the killer eventually,” John Ramsey told 
KUSA-TV of Denver.

John Ramsey found his daughter’s stran-
gled and bludgeoned body in the basement 
of the family’s home in Boulder on Dec. 26, 
1996. Patsy Ramsey said she found a ran-

DNA clears JonBenet Ramsey’s family
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Security officer Todd Schlumbohm, left, waits while 
George Gillis, a Community Service Patrol van driver, 
makes a cell phone call June 23, 2006, in the parking lot 
of the Rabinowitz State Courthouse.
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taped February 2007 interview, 
“about whether one should make 
that kind of exhibit. Whether a 
laboratory person, a criminalist, is 
the one to do it, and anyone else 
who does it is somehow or another 
committing an act that is not 
quite valid scientifically.”

The trial exhibit featured sev-
eral boot tread transparencies 
layered over a color photo of the 
bruised victim. It’s the closest to 
forensic proof offered against the 
men convicted of fatally stomping 

15-year-old Hart-
man on Oct. 11, 
1997. Legal argu-
ments raged for 
years about the 
photo overlay’s 
assembly, the
lack of a refer-
ence scale in the 
underlying photo 
of the victim and 
other alleged 
problems.

“It’s corrupt,” 
observed John 
Thornton, a 
retired Univer-
sity of California 
at Berkeley 
forensic scientist. 
“It’s very liable 
to create a false 
impression.”

Thornton,
who testified as 
a paid defense 
expert at the 
final Hartman 
trial, contends 
the tread of 
George Frese’s 
Kmart boot 
was too shallow 
to leave such 
bruises. Fallico
was “reckless” in 
suggesting other-
wise, he said. 

Fallico insist-
ed he carefully 
parsed his words 
at all three 
Hartman trials. 
“These things 

relate to a standard of proof 
that’s ‘suggestive of.’ I didn’t say 
‘consistent with,’ and I didn’t 
say ‘pathognomonic of,’ which to 
me would be higher standards of 
proof.”

Beyond dispute is that the 
overlay and Fallico’s interpreta-
tion of its significance came as an 
11th-hour courtroom surprise, 
buttressing a case that looked far 
easier to prove 16 months earlier 
— the day police announced four 
arrests backed up by a pair of 
confessions. Collecting hard evi-
dence in the time since the arrests 
had proved elusive, a fact that led 
police to seek informants among 
cellmates and other inmates. 

Crime scene            
intrusions

Officers responding to Hart-
man’s assault confronted a crime 
scene disturbed by the ambulance 
crews and encroaching upon a 
well-traveled intersection. “Looks 
like there might be some skid 
marks out in the middle of the 
road,” an officer radioed dispatch, 
“pretty close to where some per-
sonal items of the victim might 
be.”

With manpower stretched thin 
by an unrelated tactical operation, 
securing the area from intrusion 
proved difficult.

“Had a vehicle come through 
the crime scene over here on 
Ninth (Avenue) and Barnette,” an 
officer notified dispatch at about 5 
a.m. that Saturday.

A medic returned from the hos-
pital and pointed out where Hart-
man was found, across a curb. 
A half-dollar-sized pool of blood 
marked the spot where the teen’s 
head had rested on pavement. 
Samples were collected.

Combing the scene, investiga-
tors also collected a pack of Big 
Red gum, a light blue book of 
matches, a comb, soda and beer 
bottles, and several cigarette 
butts.

The investigation moved 
swiftly.

By early afternoon, detectives 
had a confession from Eugene 
Vent, a drunken teen busted fol-
lowing a reported armed assault 
at a motel. The 17-year-old said 
that he had jumped Hartman 
together with three other current 
and former Howard Luke Acad-
emy basketball players: Frese, 
Kevin Pease and Marvin Roberts.

Frese, 20, showed up at the 
emergency room that same after-
noon seeking treatment after 
hurting his ankle in a fight he 
said he was too drunk to recall. A 
detective and a nurse perceived 
a match when they eyeballed the 
suspect’s left boot against the 
victim’s bruises.

By sundown, detectives had 
Frese’s confession, too.

 

Warrants net bloody 
shirt and gun 

Investigator Peggy Sullivan 
and Sgt. Dave Kendrick returned 
to the crime scene Sunday. They 
photographed the skid marks, 
along with several beer bottles, 
intact and in pieces. They mea-
sured the distance separating each
fragment from the pooled blood. 
One of the smashed Budweiser 
bottles was in smaller pieces this
visit. Sullivan collected remaining
shards.

Roberts’ Dodge Shadow hatch-
back yielded a .357-caliber Ruger 
Magnum pistol in a red nylon bag.
The gun was unloaded, but a pair
of rounds rested in the center 
console.

Warrants served on the sus-
pects’ residences netted boots, 
sneakers, shoes, jackets and cell 
phones. More rounds for the pis-
tol were recovered from Roberts’
home. At Pease’s house, police 
found a bloody shirt and a 52-
plant marijuana-growing opera-
tion.

That Monday, state crime 
scene investigator Turner Pip-
pin arrived from Anchorage and 
processed the suspected getaway 
car, cutting out pieces of carpet 
and printing out each tire tread.
He gathered some 30 items from 
inside the vehicle and out, includ-
ing fingerprints, fibers and other 
potential trace evidence.

Police tagged, bagged and 
shipped the material to the state
lab. They also forwarded potential
evidence from the motel assault 
and another robbery thought to 
involve the Hartman suspects.

The four suspects had attended 
a wedding reception. Working off 
the guest list, police backtracked 
the suspects’ movements. More 
than 100 interviews were taped 
and summarized in reports. Select
interviews were transcribed.

“We’re strapped to the max,” 
Lt. Paul Keller told a judge a 
month into the investigation. 

Earlier that year, then-Mayor 
Jim Hayes proposed cutting the 
city’s $5.2 million police budget. 

Given the expense of the Hartman 
investigation and an unrelated 
teen kidnapping case, the mayor 
changed his view. “I’ll find  some 
money somewhere to get this 
done,” he said that November. 
“These cases are just too impor-
tant to us.” 

 

Missing fingerprints
Test results began arriving in 

December, packing a surprise: 
Nothing tied the suspects to the 
victim or the alleged getaway car. 

A hair detected on one of 
Frese’s boots was non-Caucasian, 
meaning it wasn’t Hartman’s. 
The victim’s thumbprint was 
present on the matchbook found 
at the scene, but that merely 
added to investigators’ theory that 
his pockets were emptied during a 
robbery. 

The blood staining Pease’s 
shirt proved to be his own. And
the pot-growing operation was his 
mother’s.

Roberts’ 1992 Dodge Shadow 
hatchback fit the general dimen-
sions of the skid marks. But so did 
dozens of similar-sized cars. Pho-
tos of the skid marks lacked detail 
matching his car’s tires.

The Ruger .357 Magnum pis-
tol found in Roberts’ car bore no 
resemblance to the “real shiny 
silver” 9mm handgun Vent had 
allegedly flashed during an earlier 
reported assault at the Alaskan 
Motor Inn. 

Fingerprints and fibers collect-
ed from the hatchback matched
neither the suspects nor the vic-
tim. Nor was there any sign the 
car had been cleaned of evidence.
“It actually had road grime all 
over it,” Pippin testified.  “It was 
really dirty.” 

On the crime’s 10th anniver-
sary last fall, Pippin reflected on 
his difficulties extracting evidence 
from Roberts’ messy car. “Out of 
every 100 things we fingerprint, 
all kinds of surfaces, we only get 
fingerprints that are usable on 
about 14 percent.

“And that’s in Anchorage,” he 
added. “In Fairbanks, it would be 

less.”
Roberts’ prints weren’t found 

in his car though he’d made sever-
al trips that night, ferrying friends
around town.

People sweat less in this area’s
dry climate, according to the 
evidence tech, who grew up in 
Fairbanks. That works against 
leaving prints. Drivers also tend 
to smudge or rub off more prints
than they leave. The crime’s tim-
ing, on a chilly October night, also
introduces the possibility that the 
four wore gloves, Pippin pointed 
out.

“Nowadays,” he said, “instead 
of even trying to fingerprint
that steering wheel, we would 
take swabs of it to look for DNA. 
Because if you scrape off any skin 
cells with the steering wheel or 
any sharp objects, you have a lot 
better chance of DNA than you do 
fingerprints.”

That Friday marked Roberts’
second day home from an extend-
ed hunting trip. And he’d been 
away most of the summer fighting 
wildfires in a village crew.

The hatchback remained in 
town with Art Mayo, his stepdad.

Mayo owned the pistol found in 
the car. He had packed it with him 
on a summer road trip to Manley, 
the scene of a notorious shootout
years before. “I forgot it was in 
there,” he said last summer.

Left out of                  
the lab reports

In a career change, Fallico
began part-time work study at 
the medical examiner’s office
in spring 1997. The pathologist 
lacked formal training in criminal 
forensics but brought 20 years 
experience performing medical 
autopsies at Providence Hospital. 
The Hartman case marked his 
first major homicide assignment.

Discussing Hartman’s autopsy 
with grand jurors the week follow-
ing the crime, Fallico said it yield-
ed nothing identifying the number 
of assailants, specific footwear
involved, or even the shoe sizes. 
“The bruising is generalized and 

suggests a pattern that in some 
areas might represent a wide 
tread pattern on the end of a boot 
or shoe,” he explained, “but that’s 
as far as I can go with it.”

Sixteen months later, the photo 
overlay put together by police 
inspired the doctor to go further. 

The exhibit’s half-dozen
transparencies isolated portions 
of the tread impressions taken 
from Frese’s right-side, Kmart 
Northwest Territories boot. The 
transparency pages could be 
flipped aside, allowing for quick 
comparison with the victim’s pho-
tographed bruises. “Alaska Scien-
tific Crime Detection Laboratory,”
read the 6-inch ruler positioned 
alongside the tread impression
spanning the overlay’s top, see-
through layer.

The exhibit’s pedigree was less 
transparent.

Within days of the crime, police
sent the state lab several pairs of 
boots and sneakers seized from
the suspects. “Check shoe pat-
tern to patterns on victim’s faces 
from photos taken,” police noted
regarding Frese’s boots.

Criminalist Jim Wolfe, a state 
lab print expert, made tread 
imprints from the shoes and 
compared them with photos of 
the victim’s bruises. Early in 
that process, he and Fallico had a 
“brainstorming” discussion about 
the difficulties of what’s known as 
skin-mark analysis.

Reading bruises is far more 
complex than matching other 
kinds of prints, Wolfe explained 
in 2007. “When a boot leaves an 
impression in mud or blood or 
whatever,” he said, “what you see 
is kind of a direct reflection.”

With skin damaged through a 
blow, however, the bruise reflects
not only the shape of the force-
ful object but also the “pinching
effect” of underlying bones, fluids 
and tissue. “This is especially true 
on a face,” he said, pointing to the 
uneven resistance around cheek 
bones.

In the Hartman case, nothing 
persuaded him that a scientific
comparison was possible.

“There were not enough char-
acteristics to distinguish that this 
one boot made the marks,” Wolfe
said in an earlier interview, “or
even that it was an obvious boot 
print or pattern.”

He left that out of his lab
reports.

That silence troubles Ron
Singer, a Texas county crime lab 
director and past president of the
American Academy of Forensic
Science.

“If the evidence is actually sent 
to the lab, and worked as part of 
that case, a report should have 

been issued,”
Singer comment-
ed last spring.

Wolfe, who 
now has a 
forensic science 
consulting ser-
vice and teaches
as a univer-
sity adjunct,
isn’t sure why he 
didn’t write up 
the attempted 

comparison. “This would have just 
been a group decision not to write
that report,” he said. “It would 
have been me and my supervisor
on that.”

Former lab boss Chris Beheim 
remembers discussing that boot-
bruise comparison. He and Wolfe
were particularly wary of drawing
conclusions, he said, after hear-
ing the complexities of skin-mark 
analysis discussed at a symposium 
not long before.

“Police frequently request 
things that we can’t do,” added 
Beheim, who’s now retired.

Back in Fairbanks, police and 
then-Assistant District Attorney
Jeff O’Bryant constructed the 
overlay using one of Hartman’s
hospital photos and a lab boot 
impression. The tread sections
highlighted in the exhibit were 
taken from “evidence item No. 6,” 
Frese’s right boot. That belongs 
to the foot opposite the boot 
Kendrick and the nurse sized up 
against Hartman’s facial bruises 
at the hospital.

“My guys were trained well and 
knew how to collect evidence,”
commented former Lt. Paul
Keller, defending the exhibit’s 
construction in a recent e-mail. 
“They were very adept in making
comparison photos for jury trial.

“Evidence comes in to play as 
it is,” added the retired detective
who headed the initial steps of 
the Hartman investigation. “We 
don’t get to pick how it occurred,
but we do our best to preserve 
and identify scientific evidence for 
potential trials.”

John Cayton, former chief 
criminologist at Missouri’s
regional crime lab in Kansas City, 
testified as a paid expert for Frese. 
The victim’s bruises should have 
been photographed alongside a 
flexible ruler, he said, providing
some means of evaluating skin 
distortion from his facial curve. 
And he contended either the 
boot or face photo was enlarged 
to make the exhibit work, an 
accusation court testimony left 
unsettled. 

“In 30-plus years, I can’t think
of other trials where such tech-
niques were used to convict a sus-
pect,” he said in a 2003 interview.

 

‘Ambush’
Lawmen shared the overlay 

with Fallico in February 1999, the 
weekend before he was due to tes-
tify in the first Hartman trial.

That Sunday, about 9 p.m.,
then-defense attorney Robert
Downes got a call. The prosecutor
advised him Fallico was going to 
testify about apparent similari-
ties between Frese’s boot and the 
victim’s bruises.

“Talk about trial by ambush,” 
Downes declared in court the fol-
lowing day. He asked the judge to 
block the state’s expert from offer-
ing new conclusions.

Judge Niesje Steinkruger 
directed Fallico to limit his com-
ments to apparent similarities in 
the general characteristics of the 
boot brand.

The trial transcript shows the 
prosecutor and doctor proceeded 
to analyze the exhibit in terms a 
layman might reasonably assume 
confirmed Frese left tell-tale 
marks on the victim.

“Here’s another (tread) lug 
coming down on an area,” pros-
ecutor O’Bryant said, using the 
overlay prompting the doctor’s 
layer-by-layer dissection. “I’m
going to lift that up again. Do 
you see an injury to the area
underneath where that lug comes 
down?”

“Yes, I do,” Fallico said.
“And is the location of that 

injury consistent with the place-
ment of that lug?”

“Yes, it is.”
The prosecutor gradually

moved beyond generalities. “Does
it appear possible that foot could 
have caused those injuries?”
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HARTMAN: Forensic scientist says photo is ‘corrupt ... liable to create a false impression’
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Frese

Pease

Vent

Roberts

Hartman

Courtesy Alaska Court of Appeals

Criminalist Jim Lab prepared this tread impression at the state crime lab while acting on police requests to compare George Frese’s 
boots with murder victim John Hartman’s bruises. Though Wolfe concluded that he could not certify the claimed match, he did not 
note that finding in his report. Fairbanks lawmen subsequently took the lab’s tread impression and created a trial exhibit featuring 
sections of tread layered as transparencies over a hospital photo of the victim. The exhibit, which retained the lab’s logo on its top 
layer, was deemed scientifically flawed and misleading by paid defense forensic experts.   

Please see HARTMAN, Page A5



“Yes, it does.”
O’Bryant continued. “And does 

it suggest something more than 
possible because of the individual 
injuries that appear with each 
separate lug that we’ve seen — or 
set of lugs that we’ve pointed out 
with these exhibits here?”

“I do note,” Fallico responded, 
“that some of the lugs have a 
sharp geometric outline, a border 
that is well defined. Whereas the 
same lugs will have other borders 
that are less well defined, suggest-
ing wear.”

The latter suggest “individual 
characteristics,” he said.

“So, yeah,” the doctor conclud-
ed, “it, it appears that it could be, 
but I’m not 100 percent sure.”

Downes didn’t rise to object. “I 
sorta wanted them to go out on 
a limb, because I thought I could 
saw the limb out from under 
them,” the former defense attor-
ney said last winter. “Obviously, I 
didn’t succeed.”

Former supervisor Dr. Norm 
Thompson describes Fallico as a 
competent, fair-minded medical 
examiner unlikely to twist sci-
ence for either side. “You know,”
he added, “the crime lab and the 
medical examiner’s office don’t 
always see eye to eye.”

Fallico later insisted the overlay 
passed his personal “smell test.” 
However, he maintained that 
he wasn’t fully informed about 
Wolfe’s inconclusive attempt at 
matching the boot to Hartman’s 
bruises, or the exhibit’s assembly 
outside the state lab. 

“You’re adding knowledge that 
those pictures were used by police 
to make the final exhibit,” Fallico
said in 2007. “That part I was 
unaware.”

Challenges against the photo 
overlay figured in several appeals.

In 2004, the Alaska Court of 
Appeals rejected Frese’s argu-
ment that his attorney should 
have fought harder to prevent the 
exhibit from being used.

In 2002, the appeals court side-
stepped Roberts’ challenge of the 
overlay’s reliability, observing that 
jurors in the final trial had heard 
enough about alleged defects to 
assess its merits. “To the extent 
that there was any error in admit-
ting Exhibit D,” the court con-
cluded, “that error was harmless.” 

Informants
lend support

Within about two weeks of 
Hartman’s murder, police heard 
that one of the suspects, Kevin
Pease, had made incriminating 
comments to another inmate at 
Fairbanks Correctional Center.

The informant, 22-year-old 
Angela Harman, was a close 
friend of the victim’s oldest broth-
er, Chris “Sean” Kelly. She was 
present that Saturday evening, 
Oct. 11, 1997, when police notified 
the victim’s mother that her son 
was hospitalized and in a coma. 
Before the month was out, Har-
man landed in jail for a probation 
violation and sent word that she 
wanted to talk to detectives.

Harman, who had known 
Pease for years, told police she 
had confronted Kevin on her way 
back from lunch, demanding to 
know why he hurt the young teen. 
“We took the punk’s money,” the 
suspect told her, according to the 
report taken by Detective Aaron 
Ring.

In January 1998, police con-
tacted three other Fairbanks
Correctional Center inmates 
— Franklin Mueller, a 19-year-old 
held in connection with more than 
two dozen suspected car thefts; 
Joshua Bradshaw, a 16-year-old 
facing a felony sex assault charge; 
and Kelly, the victim’s 21-year-old 
brother, who had been arrested 
on warrants after a reckless driv-
ing stop. Each was asked if he 
had heard the suspects discussing 
Hartman’s murder.

Mueller and Bradshaw later 
described their encounters in 
court. Mueller testified that he 
had heard his “cellie,” Vent, talk-
ing about the crime in the weight 
room with Frese and Roberts.

Bradshaw, then 16, said he 
had heard Vent explain on several 
occasions that he hadn’t meant to 
kick Hartman. The intended tar-
get was the victim’s friend, Chris 
Stone, according to Bradshaw.

Kelly, the victim’s brother, 
was never called as a witness. 
According to his prison interview 
transcript, Kelly told police that 
Vent had apologized to him sev-
eral times. “He was like, ‘I didn’t 
do nothing. It was the other guys 
that did it. I didn’t even wanna be 
there.’”

The victim’s brother recalled 
being disgusted. “I told him it 
didn’t matter to me or my fam-
ily what he said. And that he was 
just as guilty as the rest of ‘em 
because he just stood there and 
watched.”

Pressed by detectives for 

Vent’s exact words, the context 
of those apologies and any jail-
house encounters with the other 
suspects, Kelly hedged. He had 
inferred, rather than heard Vent
say the group killed his brother. 
He described what he took to be 
a suspicious glance from Pease,
whom he had known since he 
was 13, had served time with as a 
juvenile and formerly considered 
a friend.

On the eve of the final trial in 
late July 1999, Detective James 
Geier noted a familiar name resid-
ing in the suspects’ prison dorm. 
John Heffle Sr., a 38-year-old 
roofer, had more than 40 largely
petty, frequently alcohol-related,
crimes on his rap sheet. Heffle 
soon recalled Pease making a brief
remark about the murder.

“He said, ‘I was f------ up and it 
was bad,’ ” Heffle repeated from
the witness stand later that same 
month.

Harman joined Heffle in 
describing terse, menacing jail-
house confidences from Pease.

All of those witnesses — Muel-
ler, Bradshaw, Kelly, Harman and 
Heffle — provided what’s known 
as “snitch testimony.” Recent
studies have shown that such tes-
timony, whether false or not, com-
monly turns up in trials of people 
wrongly convicted.

A 2005 Northwestern Univer-
sity study of 111 people released 
from death row through DNA 
testing found 45 percent of the 
cases had featured false testimony
from informants. Putting that in 
context, the next largest common 
factors discerned in that study 
were erroneous eyewitness identi-
fications, which played a role in 25 
percent of the cases, and false con-
fessions, which figured 15 percent

of the time.
Law professor Samuel Gross 

also flagged false informants as 
a major contributor in wrongful 
conviction cases in the broadest 
study to date, a 2005 University of 
Michigan review of 328 exonera-
tions over a period of 15 years, 
roughly half of which resulted 
from DNA testing. “In at least 94 
cases a civilian witness who did 
not claim to be directly involved 
in the crime committed perjury 
— usually a jailhouse snitch or 
another witness who stood to gain
from the false testimony.”

One of the Hartman jailhouse
informants had her veracity 
undermined through cross-exami-
nation.

At the varying times and dates 
Harman recalled having conver-
sations with Pease, the murder 
suspect was being held apart from 
the prison’s general population. 
Their paths couldn’t have crossed 
where Harman described, a prison 
worker testified after reviewing 
the segregated prisoner logs.

Claims of the other three were 
left for jurors to sort out. 

The four informants called as 
witnesses in the various Hart-
man trials all said authorities 
hadn’t promised them anything 
for testifying. However, at least 
two received generous subsequent 
treatment in the courts; Muel-
ler saw a case that arose from 
more than two dozen alleged car 
thefts reduced to two counts, and 
he was never prosecuted for an 
alleged assault an accomplice had 
described in court.

Bradshaw, who was initially 
charged with first-degree sex 
assault of a minor, eventually
pleaded guilty to attempted sexual 
assault in the second degree. The 

judge found that he had pen-
etrated a 5-year-old, “conduct
among the most serious,” the May
1998 hearing notes state. As he 
imposed a sentence of seven years, 
suspending all but a third of that 
time, the judge cited a single 
mitigator: “assisting authorities.”
As is typical, Bradshaw’s case file 
offers no details on that service.

Are some informants motivated 
by what they have to gain?

Keller, the city’s former chief 
detective, granted that may moti-
vate some informants. Others step 
forward to do the right thing, he 
said, particularly in light of such a 
heinous crime. 

His experience also taught
him that secrets are hard to keep. 
“Many defendants in my time 
have bragged about their crimes 
in jail,” he said, “and rued the day 
they did.”

No answers              
from science

Potential physical evidence col-
lected in the crime’s aftermath
yielded more questions than 
answers.

The justice system’s new stan-
dard of certainty — DNA evidence 
— had no direct application in the 
Hartman case. Police never found 
blood, tissue or hair connecting
the victim with the group con-
victed. A cigarette butt from the 
crime scene was retested in 2003 
but shed no new light on the case.

Ten years later, only one area 
of evidence in the case appears 
available for more advanced
forensic examination—the boot 
imprints and those photographs
of the victim’s bruises. Perhaps
crime labs today might settle 
whether any of the suspects’ boots

were involved in the murder.
Approached about the idea last 

spring, O’Bryant was dismissive.
“No need to,” the prosecutor

said.
Hartman’s underwear was in 

place and blue corduroy trousers 
down around his ankles when he 
was found, medics noted. A hos-
pital nurse subsequently detected 
anal tears and colon bruises con-
sistent with a sex assault.

In his teleconference with 
grand jurors, Fallico vouched for 
the presence of those tears con-
sistent with a sex assault. Yet his 
final written autopsy report men-
tioned only a faint circular bruise.

Cross-examined about the dis-
crepancy, Fallico speculated that a 
lot healed before Hartman died. 

“On a dead body, a tear looks 
like a tear,” countered Dr. William
Brady, a veteran forensic patholo-
gist testifying as a paid defense 
expert in the final trial. He said 
the “blemish” more likely came
from  the nurse’s probe.

Both Frese and Vent were 
convicted of sex assault. Jurors in 
that last trial acquitted Pease and 
Roberts of the same charge after 
Brady challenged Fallico’s conclu-
sions.

Police didn’t know to ask Stone
why Hartman was found wearing 
his friend’s pants.

More than a year passed before 
a former prosecutor tasked with 
defending Vent inspected the case
evidence.

Holding up those baggy pants
in the police evidence locker, Bill 
Murphree noticed they were sized 
for a much larger waist. He pic-
tured how they might slip on, say, 
a lean kid running for his life. 

What else, he wondered, did 
Stone leave out of his story?

Tomorrow: ‘Half shot’ yet ‘110 per-
cent’ certain 

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assistant 
professor of journalism. Former stu-
dents Jade Frank, Gary Moore and Frank 
Shepherd contributed to this story.
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Al Grillo/The Associated Press

The late Franc Fallico, Alaska’s former chief medical examiner, seen here testifying in 2003 at an unrelated Nome proceeding, changed his opinion on the eve of his 
scheduled appearance on the witness stand during the first Hartman trial in 1999. After viewing the exhibit assembled outside the state crime lab by Fairbanks law-
men, the pathologist for the first time detected similarity between the victim’s bruises and a boot seized from murder suspect George Frese. 

Eric Engman/News-Miner

John Hartman’s mother, Evalyn Thomas, gets comfort from friend Dave Fink after George Frese’s 
sentence was read in January 2000. Frese was one of four men convicted in the 1997 murder of 
Hartman.

ABOUT ‘DECADE OF DOUBT’
This seven-part series offers no proof of guilt or innocence. It 

does document gaps in the police investigation that raise ques-
tions about the victim’s last conscious hours. It points out that the 
group convicted of John Hartman’s murder may have been pros-
ecuted with forms of evidence identified later in national studies 
as contributing to some wrongful prosecutions elsewhere. And it 
shows how rulings from this state’s courts have undermined Alas-
ka Native confidence in the justice system by keeping juries from 
weighing all that’s known about the crime.

Among the series’ observations:
• The police investigation remained focused on suspects 

flagged through a pair of confessions, subsequently retracted, 
despite lab tests that yielded no supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained unaware that state crime lab experts couldn’t
match Frese’s boots with photos of Hartman’s bruises. Though it 
bore the lab’s logo, the suggestive exhibit presented at trial was a 
non-scientific photo overlay assembled by police and the district 
attorney. Recent studies have shown that evidence lacking forensic 
merit often figures in convictions that are later overturned. 

• Detectives referred to fictitious evidence throughout the inter-
rogations that yielded confessions from Vent and Frese. Employ-
ing such trickery on suspects who profess no memory of a crime, 
while standard practice in 1997, today draws specific cautions in 
the nation’s standard-setting criminal interrogation manual. The 
revisions reflect lessons learned from re-examining tactics used 
obtaining confessions later proven false in cases that sent inno-
cent people to jail.  

• Police paid scant attention to the last person known to have 
been with Hartman. Chris Stone, a 14-year-old self-described meth-
amphetamine addict, had been hospitalized following a similar 
assault only weeks prior. And jurors never heard about Stone’s 
attention-getting entrance into Carrs-Foodland about the time Hart-
man lay dying in the street. Also, no one involved in the Hartman 
case had access to Stone’s sworn statement, sealed in an unre-
lated juvenile proceeding, suggesting, under one interpretation, 
awareness of his friend’s plight.

All of this has contributed, in the eyes of many, to a decade of 
doubt.

ON THE WEB
Visit www.newsminer.com/hartman for more on “Decade  of 

Doubt”
• Dr. Franc Fallico’s grand jury testimony
• Fairbanks police request tests on Hartman murder evidence
• Alaska Crime Lab reports 
• Police report: victim’s hospital negatives missing 
• Alaska Court of Appeals 2002 decision affirming convictions 

of Pease and Roberts.



The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — It’s not just the Amer-
ican dollar that’s losing value. A government 
agency has decided that an American life 
isn’t worth what it used to be.

The “value of a statistical life” is $6.9 
million in today’s dollars, the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency reckoned in May — a 
drop of nearly $1 million from just five years 
ago.

The Associated Press discovered the 
change after a review of cost-benefit analy-
ses over more than a dozen years.

Though it may seem like a harmless 
bureaucratic recalculation, the devaluation 
has real consequences.

When drawing up regulations, govern-
ment agencies put a value on human life and 
then weigh the costs versus the lifesaving 
benefits of a proposed rule. The less a life is 
worth to the government, the less the need 
for a regulation, such as tighter restrictions 
on pollution.

Consider, for example, a hypothetical reg-
ulation that costs $18 billion to enforce but 
will prevent 2,500 deaths. At $7.8 million per 
person (the old figure), the lifesaving ben-
efits outweigh the costs. But at $6.9 million 

Marked down: Monetary value of a human life falls
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By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

He’d been drinking for 
hours by the time he eyed 
four men fleeing a rob-

bery.
Those standing alongside later 

swore they didn’t notice the crime 
unfolding more than a block away. 
A perception expert argued that 
no one can recognize faces at such 
distance.

Yet jurors believed the man from 
Kaltag. Arlo Olson sounded that 
good on the witness stand. 

Then-prosecutor Jeff O’Bryant 
underscored Olson’s significance in 
the final trial of John Hartman’s 
four accused slayers.

“Simply put,” he told jurors 
weighing murder charges against 
Kevin Pease and Marvin Roberts, 
“if Arlo didn’t see what he saw, and 
you throw out some of the state’s 
evidence, the state doesn’t have a 
case. No doubt about it.”

decade of

THE JOHN HARTMAN

MURDER

www.newsminer.com/hartman

‘110 percent certain’
Arlo Olson: ‘Half shot’ yet positive in his testimony about what he saw
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By RACHEL D’ORO
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE — A grand 
jury indicted an Alaska legislator 
on bribery and conspiracy counts 
in a federal investigation of cor-
ruption that already has led to 
convictions against three former 
state lawmakers.

The two-count indictment 
against state Sen. John Cowdery 
was announced Thursday after 
being issued late the day before. 
Federal prosecutors allege that 
Cowdery conspired with execu-
tives of oil field services compa-
ny VECO Corp. to bribe another 

unnamed state senator for votes 
to support oil and gas legisla-
tion.

Cowdery, a 78-year-old 
Anchorage Republican, was in 
Juneau on Thursday. His lawyer, 
Kevin Fitzgerald, said his client 
had not been arrested and main-
tains his innocence.

“The claim is that the gov-
ernment misinterpreted the few 
comments he made,” he said.

Two former VECO execu-
tives, Bill Allen and Rick Smith, 
pleaded guilty last year of brib-
ing Alaska lawmakers and are 

Corruption probe snares another Alaska lawmaker
State Sen. John Cowdery indicted 
on charges of bribery, conspiracy

Chris Miller/The Associated Press

The federal government 
charged Sen. John Cowdery, R-
Anchorage, on Thursday with 
bribery and conspiracy. The 
charges are tied to VECO Corp.Please see COWDERY, Page A9
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By STEVE QUINN
Associated Press Writer

JUNEAU — Calls for state Sen. John Cowdery 
to resign rang out shortly after he was indicted 
Thursday on federal bribery and conspiracy 
charges.

Two of the loudest calls were made by mem-
bers of Cowdery’s own party, Republican Minor-
ity Leader Gene Therriault and Gov. Sarah 
Palin.

Therriault, who leads a five-person minority 
caucus that does not include Cowdery, reiterated 
his long call for Cowdery’s resignation.

“This development adds to the complexity 
the Legislature faces to regain the public’s trust 
and confidence as we forge ahead in making one 
of the most important public policy decisions in 

the state’s history,” Therriault said in a prepared 
statement.

Lawmakers have just started their second con-
secutive special session on whether to approve 
TransCanada Corp.’s application for a license 
for the build a multibillion dollar natural gas 
pipeline line.

Palin urged him to step down “for the good of 
the state.”

The charges Cowdery faces stem from alleged 
misdoing in 2006 — a time when such allega-
tions would not have warranted attention from 
state authorities.

It took sweeping ethics reform last year to 
close that legal loophole which previously made 
it perfectly legal for a lobbyist to offer a cam-

Political leaders call for Cowdery to resign

Please see RESIGN, Page A9

By STEFAN MILKOWSKI
smilkowski@newsminer.com

JUNEAU — Denali’s commit-
ment to its natural gas pipeline 
project and its willingness to 
accommodate the state’s wishes 
were the two main issues Thurs-
day when company president Bud 
Fackrell addressed state lawmak-
ers.

The Legislature is considering 
whether or not to issue an exclu-
sive state license to Canadian pipe-
line builder TransCanada under 
the Alaska Gasline Inducement 

Act. But North 
Slope producers 
ConocoPhillips 
and BP are pur-
suing their own 
project outside 
AGIA through 
a joint-venture 
called Denali 
— The Alaska 
Gas Pipeline. 

Lawmakers 
tried to gauge Denali’s commit-
ment to the project.

Denali president
put in hot seat over
pipeline commitment

Please see PIPELINE, Page A9
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In May, the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency put the value of a U.S. life at $6.9
million, nearly a $1 million drop from 2003.

In May, the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency put the value of a U.S. life at $6.9
million, nearly a $1 million drop from 2003.

*The EPA's water division uses different and larger values of life. *The EPA's water division uses different and larger values of life.

John Wagner/News-Miner

A female mallard followed by five ducklings paddles across the floatplane pond at Fairbanks International Airport on Thursday 
evening.

By CHRIS FREIBERG
cfreiberg@newsminer.com

The Fairbanks District Attor-
ney will not file charges against 
the 16-year-old driver of a car that 
fatally struck a cyclist last year.

Steven B. Lilley, 33, of Fair-
banks was riding his bicycle short-
ly after 11 p.m. on Aug. 1 when 
he rode across the intersection 
of University Avenue and Geist 
Road and was hit by a Honda 
Civic. He was pronounced dead 
a short time later at Fairbanks 
Memorial Hospital.

After an eight-month investiga-
tion, Alaska State Troopers deter-
mined that the car was within 
20 or 30 feet of the intersection  
when the light changed from 
green to yellow and that the car 
entered the intersection with a 
yellow light at the time of the 
accident.

In addition, troopers believe 
Lilley attempted to cross the 
street while the “do not cross” sig-
nal was illuminated. A toxicology 
report determined Lilley’s blood-

Investigation ends with no 
charges in cyclist’s death

Please see CYCLIST, Page A9
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Others, including a nationally 
recognized authority on criminal 
identification, remain troubled 
by the weight attached to identi-
fications made under remarkably 
unfavorable conditions. “The 
idea an identification of this sort 
could still result in a conviction 
is rather astonishing,” said Gary 
L. Wells, an Iowa State psychol-
ogy professor and former chair of 
several federal panels on eyewit-
ness evidence. 

Yet jurors not only found the 
hard-drinking 
20-year-old cred-
ible, in doing so 
they discounted 
a sober, expect-
ant mother’s 
time-referenced 
alibi for Roberts, 
the driver of the 
car that Olson 
identified as 
fleeing that dis-
tant robbery.

Though he, too, shared the 
Athabascan heritage, Olson’s 
starring role in all three Hart-
man trials fed doubts — and, for 
many Interior Natives, percep-
tions of racism — that a decade 
of legal wrangling hasn’t over-
come.

 

Linked robbery         
with murder

Fifteen-year-old Hartman lin-
gered in a coma until his death 
Sunday evening, Oct. 12, 1997. 
By then, police had four suspects, 
ages 17 to 21, including two — 
George Frese and Eugene Vent 
— who confessed.

Earlier that day, Detective 
Aaron Ring stopped Olson on 
the street, mistaking him for 
someone else. Hearing that he, 
like the suspects, had attended 

Friday’s big 
wedding recep-
tion, the detec-
tive urged Olson 
to come by the 
station to give a 
statement. 

But Olson 
was reluctant; 
he had assault 
charges pend-
ing from two 
alcohol-fueled 
brawls back 
in his village. 
When police 
later sought him 
at his grand-
father’s apart-
ment, he hid.

Five days 
after the dis-
covery of Hart-
man sprawled 
unconscious on 
a downtown 
street, Olson 
bowed to his 
grandfather’s 
requests and 
visited the police 
station. He vol-
unteered that 
he had seen the 
murder suspects 
jump another 
guy minutes 
earlier. He said 
he recognized 
the group from 
the mug shots 
published in the 
newspaper. 

Police had 
already characterized the rob-
bery of Franklin Dayton as the 
start of a violent spree culminat-
ing in Hartman’s murder. Now 
they had a witness tying the 
murder suspects to that earlier 
assault.

Adding to Olson’s significance, 
the witness also said he had run 
into Frese outside a nearby bar 
about the time Hartman was 
rushed to the hospital. Frese 
was limping and acting “jittery,” 
Olson told police. He said the 
suspect also bragged that he had 
“kicked a guy’s ass.” 

Three years after delivering 
guilty verdicts against Roberts 
and Pease in the third and final 
Hartman trial, a pair of jurors 
discussed Olson’s impact with 
University of Alaska Fairbanks 
journalism students.

“The key thing was the eye-

witness,” juror Gary Montini 
said in 2002. “I forget the guy’s 
name, young guy that was out on 
the steps of the hall, he identified 
them while they were beating the 
crap out of some guy.”

He called Olson “courageous” 
for speaking out against fellow 
Alaska Natives.

Jamie Smykalski found Olson 
particularly credible compared to 
the suspects’ witnesses. “Every 
single person that came up to 
speak for the defense reeked of 
disbelief,” the juror said. “This 
Arlo guy is either the world’s 
best liar, in my opinion, or he 
saw what he saw. He was very 
convincing.”

 

Vague about vantage
Olson couldn’t actually see 

the muggers’ faces from where 
he stood under the canopy front-
ing the Eagles Hall. That would 
have required binoculars, he said 
under cross-examination. But 
Olson said he had seen them 
all riding in the car earlier that 
night and was “110 percent cer-
tain” he recognized Frese, Vent 
and the others committing the 
robbery based on their haircuts, 
profiles and posture. “That’s like 
you see Michael Jordan a half 
a mile away,” Olson testified, 
“you’re going to recognize that’s 
Michael Jordan.”

The witness remained vague 
about the distance separating 
him from the mugging. He gave 
grand jurors the impression 
Dayton’s assault took place in 
a nearby parking lot. Testifying 
at the first Hartman trial, 16 

months later, Olson said: “I don’t 
know, maybe a 100 yards, 150 
yards,” and characterized it as a 
“football field.” 

It didn’t come out until the 
third trial, 22 months after the 
crime, that Fairbanks police had 
gone back to measure how far 
Olson stood from the sidewalk 
section pointed out by the mug-
ging victim. Using a roller device, 
then-Sgt. James Geier measured 
the distance at 183 yards, or 550 

feet.
Geier, who prepared step-by-

step reports on other aspects of 
his role in the Hartman inves-
tigation, left this field survey 
out of his case file. “They asked 
me to go do something,” he 
explained under cross-examina-
tion. “I did it, and let them know 
what it was, what the results 
were.”

He couldn’t recall who wanted 
the measurement or who he 
called with the result. “It proba-
bly was somebody with the police 
department.”

Roberts’ defense attorney, 
Dick Madson, took aim at that 
omission. “You didn’t want us 
to know about it,” he said. “Did 
you?”

“The place is still there, sir,” 
countered Geier. He added that 
Olson’s account seemed plau-
sible when he gazed back toward 
Eagles Hall from Dayton’s mug-
ging location. “I thought well, 
yeah, I could see the place fine.”

How far is too far?
Geoffrey Loftus, a University 

of Washington psychology profes-
sor and visual perception expert, 
contends identifications at such 
great distance are not reliable. 
“You simply wouldn’t be able to 
distinguish anything about what 
that person looks like,” said the 
professor, who testified as a paid 
expert for Pease.

Even under the best lighting 
and with no time pressure, the 
professor assured jurors, an alert 
observer’s chance of recognizing 
someone’s face farther than 200 

feet away is “essentially nil.”
Olson wasn’t talking about 

faces, however. He said he based 
his identifications on the hair-
cuts, posture — the suspects’ 
general appearance.

There’s a real difference, 
Loftus acknowledged last fall. 
“Indeed when you see an entire 
body, there’s more information 
than in a face,” he noted by e-
mail. “Body shape and motion 
come into play.”

But the professor contends 
body recognition lacks the cer-
tainty attached to facial identi-
fication. “It’s pretty easy to tell 
one human’s face from another; 
one person’s face is unique or 
almost unique in that respect.” 
Body builds and postures are 
more interchangeable, he pointed 
out. “Determining someone is 
6-foot-2 and 200 pounds doesn’t 
really distinguish any one indi-
vidual from many other individu-
als.”    

Stung by the trial verdict, 
Loftus and a University of Cali-
fornia at Los Angeles colleague 
later experimented with subjects 
attempting to distinguish facial 
types and celebrity photos at a 
distance of 200 feet. Their find-
ings were published in a 2005 
article in Psychonomic Bulletin 
and Review, a journal of experi-
mental psychology.  

The article features images 
of actress Julia Roberts’ face, 
altered to demonstrate the 
effects of distance, taking into 
account light frequency, contrast 
degradation and other visual 
considerations. At 172 feet, the 
movie star’s image blurs past 

recognition. 
The decade since Hartman’s 

murder has given justice officials 
and researchers new cause for 
scrutinizing eyewitness testi-
mony, particularly in murder and 
rape trials. Misidentification by 
claimed witnesses is the leading 
common factor among DNA-
driven exonerations, offered as 
evidence in 75 percent of convic-
tions later overturned through 
science.

 All of those proven errant 
IDs, according to Wells, came 
from observers who stood closer, 
enjoyed better lighting and other 
circumstances more favorable 
than Olson possessed that night 
outside the Eagles Hall. “Those 
witnesses had not been drinking 
and so on,” the professor noted 
by e-mail after reviewing this 
story. “And yet they mistakenly 
identified innocent people rather 
than the perpetrators.”

  

Hunters know better
Out in the villages, no one 

needed light frequency calcula-
tions to assess the witness’s cred-
ibility. “How could he see 500 
feet? During the evening, you 
know, in the dark?” demanded 
Gerry Roberts, the father of the 
alleged getaway car driver. 

Hunters who have attempted 
to distinguish bull from cow 
moose in twilight, even using a 
rifle scope, will grasp the absur-
dity, he said in a 2004 interview.

“Five hundred feet is a long 
way to see moose, too, you know? 

HARTMAN: Expert on witness identification disputes Arlo Olson’s account of events
Continued from Page A1 

Brian O’Donoghue photos

Arlo Olson was standing in 
front of Eagles Hall, seen at 
left, with a group of people 
when he says he saw Franklin 
Dayton being robbed down 
the street. Dayton told police 
he was mugged just past the 
Poldine Carlo building, seen 
above. The distance between 
the two locations is 550 feet.
Four days later, Olson identi-
fied the men he says he saw 
robbing Dayton as George 
Frese, Kevin Pease, Marvin 
Roberts and Eugene Vent — 
after he saw their mugshots in 
the newspaper. 
Police contend the group con-
tinued on in Marvin Roberts’ 
car and fatally assaulted John 
Hartman roughly a half-mile 
away.

Department of Corrections

Between 1995 and 2000, Arlo 
Olson was convicted seven 
times for assaulting his girl-
friend and twice for assaulting 
people who tried to protect 
her. In 2000, he served time 
for hitting and choking his 
mother. Olson, who provided 
key testimony for the state, 
said in 2003 in a jailhouse 
interview that he was not sure 
what he saw down the street 
from Eagles Hall.

This seven-part series offers no proof of guilt 
or innocence. It does document gaps in the police 
investigation that raise questions about the vic-
tim’s last conscious hours. It points out that the 
group convicted of John Hartman’s murder may 
have been prosecuted with forms of evidence 
identified later in national studies as contributing 
to some wrongful prosecutions elsewhere. And it 
shows how rulings from this state’s courts have 
undermined Alaska Native confidence in the jus-
tice system by keeping juries from weighing all 
that’s known about the crime.

Among the series’ observations:
• The police investigation remained focused on 

suspects flagged through a pair of confessions, 
subsequently retracted, despite lab tests that 
yielded no supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained unaware that state crime 
lab experts couldn’t match George Frese’s boots 
with photos of Hartman’s bruises. Though it bore 
the lab’s logo, the suggestive exhibit presented at 
trial was a non-scientific photo overlay assembled 
by police and the district attorney. Recent studies 
have shown that evidence lacking forensic merit 
often figures in convictions that are later over-
turned. 

• Detectives referred to fictitious evidence 
throughout the interrogations that yielded confes-

sions from Eugene Vent and Frese. Employing 
such trickery on suspects who profess no mem-
ory of a crime, while standard practice in 1997, 
today draws specific cautions in the nation’s stan-
dard-setting criminal interrogation manual. The 
revisions reflect lessons learned from re-examin-
ing tactics used obtaining confessions later prov-
en false in cases that sent innocent people to jail.  

• The state’s case strongly relied upon identifi-
cations made by an eyewitness standing 550 feet 
from a robbery. The distance raises the possibility 
of witness misidentification, which has emerged 
as the leading common denominator among hun-
dreds of errant murder and rape convictions. 

• Police paid scant attention to the last person 
known to have been with Hartman. Chris Stone, 
a 14-year-old self-described methamphetamine 
addict, had been hospitalized following a simi-
lar assault only weeks prior. And jurors never 
heard about Stone’s attention-getting entrance 
into Carrs-Foodland about the time Hartman lay 
dying in the street. Also, no one involved in the 
Hartman case had access to Stone’s sworn state-
ment, sealed in an unrelated juvenile proceeding, 
suggesting, under one interpretation, awareness 
of his friend’s plight.

All of this has contributed, in the eyes of many, 
to a decade of doubt.

Frese

Pease

Vent

Roberts

Hartman

Please see HARTMAN, Page A7
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Geoffrey Loftus, a University of 
Washington psychology pro-
fessor and visual perception 
expert, maintains that identi-
fications at distances such as 
550 feet are not reliable. “You 
simply wouldn’t be able to dis-
tinguish anything about what 
that person looks like,” said 
the professor, who testified as 
a paid expert for Kevin Pease.

ABOUT ‘DECADE OF DOUBT’
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Somebody you could recognize?”
Jurors from a village would 

have known better, he insisted.
Four years ago, University of 

Alaska Fairbanks journalism stu-
dents discovered that members 
of one Hartman jury wanted to 
see for themselves. The entire 
panel left the Anchorage court-
house during deliberations for a 
field test. Several jurors paced 
off what they took to be the dis-
tance at issue. Others eyed them, 
weighing Olson’s claims.

Neither Judge Ben Esch 
nor any of the attorneys knew 
about the excursion that sunny 
afternoon. Disclosure of the 
unauthorized experiment held 
clear legal implications, a pair of 
former Alaska attorneys general 
said in interviews in February 
2003.

“It’s totally improper,” said 
Charlie Cole, a Fairbanks attor-
ney who served as the state’s 
chief lawman under Gov. Walter 
Hickel. “I suspect it’s grounds 
for a new trial.”

Cole’s successor, Bruce Botel-
ho, agreed. “You’ve got jurors 
that have, on their own, tried 
to reconstruct a situation that 
clearly could not approximate the 
setting.”

In August 2004, Judge Esch 
overturned Pease’s conviction 
due to the jury’s experiment. 
Though the same facts apply, 
Roberts’ conviction stood; Alaska 
law only allows one opportunity 
at overturning a verdict through 
new evidence.

Last July, two of Alaska’s 
three appellate judges concluded 
that jurors simply tested the 
vision expert’s general asser-
tion that, even under optimum 
conditions, faces are unrecogniz-
able 200 feet away. Since this 
was the purpose, Judge David 
Mannheimer wrote for the 
majority in its ruling, “there is 
no reason to believe that the 
experiment yielded a false or 
misleading result.”

Chief Judge Robert Coats sec-
onded that view. “Jurors engaged 
in a sensible effort to resolve the 
credibility of Dr. Loftus’ testimo-
ny,” he wrote. “They understood 
both the significance and the 
limitations of their experiment.”

The ruling blocked the new 
trial ordered for Pease. 

In a dissenting opinion, Judge 
David Stewart pointed out jurors 
were weighing Olson’s entire 
account, rather than solely 
examining the vision expert’s 
remarks. And their experiment 
fell well short of duplicating the 
witness’ vantage on Dayton’s 
robbery, the judge noted. “The 
jurors were looking at each other 
during the daytime at a distance 
more than 100 feet less than 
Olson faced,” he said, referencing 
accounts provided by the partici-
pants.

“Because such an experiment 
is a constitutional violation,” 
he argued, “a conviction can-
not stand unless the court can 
conclude, beyond a reasonable 
doubt, that the misconduct did 
not contribute to the verdict.” 

Wells, who has been test-
ing witness reliability since the 
1970s, suggests the jurors made 
a “classic error” in their street 
experiment.       

“If you expect to see a par-
ticular person at a distance, 
you can have the impression 
that you in fact can recognize 
them,” he explained by e-mail. 
“But you know it was going to 
be them, you knew what they 
were wearing and so on. What if, 

unbeknownst to them, someone 
different had been substituted 
for their fellow juror?”

The significance of the jury’s 
experiment is now before the 
Alaska Supreme Court, along 
with Roberts’ constitutional 
arguments that he, too, deserves 
a new trial if Pease prevails.    

 

Only ‘half shot’
Walking to the reception that 

Friday, Olson joined several 
friends swigging from a fifth of 
Bacardi. His pregnant 17-year-
old girlfriend wasn’t drinking.

The couple reached Eagles 
Hall about midnight. She itched 
to dance. He wasn’t ready. “I 
don’t like to dance unless I’m 
high,” Olson explained in court.  

Guys kept buying Olson’s 
younger sister mixed drinks. He 
downed “two or three” of these. 
He also sipped Mountain Dew 
spiked with the remaining rum.     

By about 1 a.m., he recalled, 
“I wasn’t drunk. My speech 
wasn’t slurred and I wasn’t 
staggering. I still didn’t want to 
dance.” Or, as he put it during 
another court appearance, “I was 
high. Yeah. Was half shot.”

In this state, he headed out-
side for a cigarette, joining a 
crowd of about 30 gathered by 
the front canopy.

“Look, fight,” Olson recalled 
a friend shouting. Glancing up, 
he told police, he saw Dayton 
knocked to the ground and 
kicked. “Give us your money, 
bitch,” he recalled hearing some-
one yell. The victim handed up 
his wallet, the witness swore. 

And he said he recognized 
Vent and Frese dashing toward a 
little blue car.

“How long did that take?” 
asked Pease’s attorney, Lori 
Bodwell. “When you saw them 
running to the car?”

“Probably three.”
“A few seconds?”
“Three or four seconds, yeah.”
Police never found anyone else 

who acknowledged seeing the 
robbery. 

The friend Olson said directed 
his attention to the fight, Kaltag 
basketball coach Robert Nicho-
las, recalled standing alongside 
Olson as people got in and out 
of cars. But he didn’t remember 
watching or discussing a fight. 

Local housing officer George 

Yaska, another person Olson said 
stood nearby, testified that he 
was inside dancing when word 
about Dayton’s mugging spread 
inside the hall. Yaska, who didn’t 
recall bumping into Olson at all, 
declared that he would have ren-
dered assistance. “I usually end 
up jumping in anyways,” he said. 
“You have to.”

The victim, meanwhile, saw 
his own robbery differently. 

Dayton, who like the others 
had had plenty to drink, didn’t 
remember handing up his wallet, 
as Olson described. He recalled 
being belly down on the sidewalk 
and feeling his pocket picked. 
Looking up as the car sped away, 
he glimpsed a good-sized, white 
or tan vehicle. He sketched it for 
police as a four-door model. 

Olson returned inside before 
Dayton made his way back to the 
hall. His girlfriend caught him 
dancing with another woman 
sometime before 3 a.m. and 
stomped out. He and another 
friend moved on to the Elbow 

Room. From there, the pair con-
tinued to the Alaskan Motor Inn, 
where Olson started a food fight 
that carried into the parking lot.

Afterward, the witness sipped 
100-proof Wild Turkey at anoth-
er friend’s apartment before 
landing on his grandfather’s 
couch about 5 a.m. 

‘Party poopers’ table’
Critics familiar with the 

people involved have trouble 
understanding why jurors, aware 
of Olson’s state of intoxication, 
apparently discounted the obser-

vations of a woman who avoided 
the alcohol flowing so freely that 
night.

That Friday, Tanana resident 
Mary Ann Wiehl had kids to 
watch. It was 11 p.m. before she 
escaped to the reception. She 
found a table with Gareth and 
Carry Edwin, a Nenana couple, 
and Eileen Newman, a 28-year-
old Alyeska Pipeline Service Co. 
clerical employee then engaged 
to Gary Moore, a contributing 
student reporter on this series. 

Being pregnant, all three 
women shunned alcohol. Wel-
come to the “party poopers’ 
table,” they joked together. 

Marvin Roberts, whom Wiehl 
baby-sat as a child, settled on the 
table’s opposite bench, the wom-
en recall. Wiehl and the others 
weren’t consciously watching the 
19-year-old. They didn’t notice, 
for example, that he exited the 
hall at least four times and gave 
friends quick rides. But his dance 
partners — the sister of one, 
then the niece of another — peri-
odically drew their attention.

Approaching 1:30 a.m., New-
man asked a younger woman 
to accompany her to the ladies 
room, “I can’t,” she reportedly 
said. “Marvin just asked me to 
dance.”

Newman went with Carry 
Edwin instead. On their way to 
the restroom, the pair passed 
Dayton’s relatives reporting his 
robbery using the hall’s pay-
phone. They saw the injured 
man at the foot of the stairs, sur-
rounded by concerned friends.

That 911 call, logged by the 
dispatch center at 1:35 a.m., 
coincides with the approximate 
time frame police established for 
Hartman’s fatal beating a half-
mile away. 

When she returned to the 
table, Edwin shared what the 
women heard from the victim’s 
sister. Roberts was present for 
that news, her husband Gareth 
later recalled.

Wiehl said she phoned police 

soon after Roberts’ arrest. 
“There’s no way he could have 
left, beaten somebody to death, 
and then come back like nothing 
happened,” she recalled telling 
police.

She got the impression that 
police were receiving similar 
calls from other reception guests. 
“I was asked if I was related to 
him,” said Wiehl, whose account 
can’t be verified in available 
police records. She said she 
sensed the interviewer’s attitude 
change as she outlined a family 
connection through her grand-
father in another village. “Basi-
cally, the officer told me we all 
stick together.”

Weeks passed. Edwin mulled 
over that 911 call. She and New-
man compared recollections 
about Roberts’ presence relative 
to that ladies room stroll.

Newman didn’t know Roberts 
that well. She grew up in Ram-
part, a tiny Yukon village. Rob-
erts was her younger brother’s 
contemporary and was said to 
be a quiet, studious boy. She 
couldn’t vouch for that, but she 
could pick Marvin out in any 
crowd.

You don’t forget faces from 
the closest village downstream.

In August 1999, Newman 
explained to jurors how she knew 
Roberts wasn’t behind the wheel 
of that getaway car.

Roberts’ conviction came as a 
slap.

“If they think I was lying, 
they don’t know me,” Newman 
told UAF students in a video-
taped interview. “And I would 
have to be lying.”

 

Jailhouse retractions
An assortment of offenses 

landed Olson behind bars for 
weeks, then months and, more 
recently, years, following the 
Hartman trials in 1999.

While serving time in 2000, 

HARTMAN
Continued from Page A6 

Mugging linked to 
murder by 
distant witness

FRESE PEASE ROBERTS VENT

Image courtesy of DigitalGlobe

Source: Police activity logs, court testimony DeeDee Hammond/News-Miner

Arlo Olson was standing 
in a crowd on the front 
landing of Eagles Hall 
when he observed 
Dayton’s robbery. Four 
days after the crime, 
Olson identified the 
murder suspects
from newspaper 
mug shots.

911 alibi? One of the men 
Olson identified, Marvin 
Roberts, was observed 
inside the hall near the 
dance floor when 
Dayton’s robbery was 
reported via 911. Others, 
however, said they saw 
Roberts elsewhere at the 
time, a point that the 
prosecution said 
undermines the 
alibi claim.

Police theorized that 
the group responsible 
for Dayton’s robbery 
fled in a car down 
1st Avenue, fatally 
assaulting 
John Hartman 
minutes later at 
9th Avenue and 
Barnette Street.

Mugging victim 
Franklin Dayton told 
police he was knocked 
to the ground on the 
sidewalk just past the 
Poldine Carlo Building, 
near a parking lot 
entrance. Police 
measured the distance 
separating the victim 
from witness Arlo 
Olson — 550 feet — 
but left it out 
of case reports. 1

2

34

ON THE WEB
Visit www.newsminer.

com/hartman for more on 
“Decade of Doubt.”

• Explore the murder 
victim’s last known steps 

• Read activity log notes 
about the 9th Avenue 
assault

• Read the ambulance 
run report on the “man 
down” incident

Marvin Roberts’ claimed alibi 
rests upon observers who 
recall him dancing at the 

Eagles Hall at the approximate time 
John Hartman suffered his fatal assault.

But was anyone dancing during those 
fateful minutes?

According to the prosecution’s final 
pair of witnesses, the band was on break 
when a 911 caller reported an unrelated 
robbery near the Eagles Hall. 

Nick Monroe, a member of the band 
playing that night in October 1997, 
testified that he was on break when he 
first heard that someone associated with 

the reception had been kicked or hurt. 
Reception guest Claude Andrew Koyu-
kuk also remembered the band taking a 
breather as he saw relatives bandaging 
Franklin Dayton, who’d staggered into 
the hall following a mugging.

Others described Roberts dancing or 
heading for the dance floor just before 
Dayton’s return caused a stir. 

Gareth Edwin, of Nenana, described 
Roberts among those listening as word 
spread of the crime.

Eileen Newman’s account encom-
passed both aspects. Her niece begged off 
a trip to the ladies room to dance with 

Roberts. On her return, Newman testi-
fied, she bumped into Dayton’s relatives 
using the pay phone for that 911 call.

Citing the band’s break, prosecutor 
Jeff O’Bryant challenged Roberts alibi. 
“He can’t be dancing when there’s no 
music.” 

Defense attorney Dick Madson 
reminded jurors another witness men-
tioned hearing about the mugging as he 
came off the dance floor.  

“What does that mean?” Madson 
asked. “He wasn’t out there dancing 
when there was no music going on. It 
means the band was playing.”

By all accounts, few in the rocking 
crowd kept close watch on the clock. 
Only one event taking place within the 
hall that night is time certain: Police at 
1:35 a.m. logged the 911 call reporting 
Dayton’s assault. That roughly coincides 
with Hartman’s fatal beating a half mile 
away. 

Hours of recorded police and emer-
gency traffic survive in the Hartman 
case files. Audio of that particular 911 
call might shed light on the band’s activ-
ity. However, that call wasn’t found on 
case tapes reviewed for this story.

— Brian O’Donoghue

Let the music play: A night on the dance floor comes into question

Please see HARTMAN, Page A8

Brian O’Donoghue photos

Above: Curtis Sommer discuss-
es the Hartman case in August 

2004 with other members of 
the Marvin Roberts Project, 

a tribal justice group, which 
spent weeks reviewing trial 

transcripts in the basement of 
Tanana’s village health clinic. 

Right: Kathy Mayo Roberts, 
far right, refers to a map of 

downtown Fairbanks posted 
on the clinic wall. With Rob-
erts is Julie Roberts Hyslop.



Olson disavowed portions of his 
trial testimony in conversations 
with Frese’s defense attorney, 
Robert Downes, who now serves 
as a judge, and with an investi-
gator working for Roberts and 
Pease. The inmate declined their 
requests to tape those conversa-
tions. 

Ring soon visited. “I was talk-
ing about recanting,” the detec-
tive said Olson assured him, 
“because I wanted out of here.” 

In May 2001, the witness 
backed that up under oath. At a 
hearing largely prompted by his 
wavering, Olson characterized 
the jailhouse retractions as lies 
motivated by his desire to get 
out of jail. Judge Esch found the 
witness’ conflicting statements 
disturbing but concluded that 
Olson’s sworn trial testimony 
deserved more weight.   

Olson again sounded off in 
a series of jailhouse interviews 
stretching from December 2002 
through April 2003. These 
interviews were conducted both 
face-to-face at Fairbanks Cor-
rectional Center with a reporter 
and through calls initiated by 
the inmate. A half dozen of the 
telephone sessions were recorded 
for this story without Olson’s 
knowledge, a practice lawful in 
Alaska by a person taking part in 
a conversation.

“I was threatened with per-
jury,” he said in an interview 
recorded in January 2003, “and 
then I was threatened with going 
to jail and them sending the 
troopers out to get me.

“I didn’t want to testify,” he 
added. “I told them I wasn’t 
sure. And they kept showing me 
bits and pieces (of the interroga-
tion statements). I guess to make 
me, you know, feel sure of what I 
was doing. And it did.”

Getaway car            
perspectives

Olson also discussed on tape 
how he came to identify Roberts’ 
blue hatchback.

“I said a beige car,” he 
recalled. “Then they brought 
me up and showed me Marvin 
Roberts’ car. Then it was, ‘No 
one else drove that car but Mar-
vin Roberts.’ You know?’ He 
(Ring) kept saying that. We went 
through that three or four times 
before he decided to put it on the 
record and tape it.”

Police confirmed during trial 
that Olson identified Roberts’ 
blue car through viewing a single 
vehicle inside the station.

That amounts to a “tainted 
lineup” contends William Sat-
terberg, a local defense attorney 

with no connection to the Hart-
man case. “You’re showing the 
guy one car in the police garage. 
He knows why it’s there.”

While it may not have been 
practical to present the witness 
with a group of similar vehicles, 
the attorney said, Olson’s iden-
tification of the car would be 
more credible if it resulted from 
reviewing photos offering a com-
parable selection of cars.

Wells, the eyewitness evidence 
researcher, concurs. “All tests of 
identification should be conduct-
ed using the lineup-type method 
in which there are fillers,” the 
professor commented by e-mail. 
“This is just as true of vehicles 
as it is with people.”

He regards the garage show-
ing “highly suggestive” and hard-
ly a fair test of Olson’s memory. 
“It is perhaps merely a test of 
the witness’s willingness to coop-
erate with and corroborate the 
theory of the police.”  

As recently as August 2006, 
Ring denied the witness ever 
wavered on the getaway car’s 
color. “Arlo Olson never stated 
anything about a beige car,” the 
detective stated in an affidavit 
filed opposing Vent’s ongoing bid 
for a new trial. 

The detective had no trouble 
buying Olson’s account of the 
distant robbery, he said in a 2002 
interview, because earlier that 
same evening the witness had 
encountered the same group, rid-
ing in the same car. “So he saw 
them. Basically face to face.” 

In 2004, residents of Tanana 
launched their own investigation. 
After several weeks sifting trial 
transcripts in the basement of 
the local health clinic, members 
of the tribally sanctioned Mar-
vin Roberts Project zeroed in on 
the same exchange outside the 
Eagles Hall.

The witness said that a little 
two-door blue car rolled up 
alongside him during an earlier 
cigarette break. “George leaned 
out the passenger side window 
and asked if I wanted to get 
high,” Olson testified at one 
trial. “He was kind of leaning 
up through the window,” he said 
during another trial appearance.

Here’s the clue that sent 
Tanana’s amateur detectives in 
hot pursuit: Roberts, they real-
ized, owned a hatchback model 
‘92 Dodge Shadow.

Olson placed Frese riding in 
the rear of the hatchback, sitting 
directly behind wide-shouldered, 
200-pound Pease. 

“That rear window doesn’t 
open,” former tribal judge Wil-
liam “Pongee” Carlo pointed out 
to a visiting reporter. “So how is 
he leaning out of it?” 

This February, police allowed 

the News-Miner to inspect 
Roberts’ car, which remains in 
city storage as evidence. The 
hatchback’s side rear windows 
are indeed immobile. However, 
the 54-inch-long front passenger 
door extends far enough back to 
allow a rear passenger to poke 
his head into its window open-
ing. If Olson’s account is reliable, 
big Pease would likely have to 
have cooperated inside the car by 
tilting his front passenger seat 
forward. 

‘I am Spartacus’
Setting aside the merits of 

the verdicts, the conduct of the 
Hartman trials left many Atha-
bascans seething about perceived 
racist stereotypes.

“Assumptions were made 
about Native people, in general, 
sticking together. That was very 

hurtful,” declared Shirley Lee, 
then the executive director of 
Fairbanks Native Association, 
speaking outside the courthouse 
at a rally staged on the 10th 
anniversary of Hartman’s death 
and the suspects’ arrests.

The tribal detectives’ effort 
extended to documenting per-
ceived anti-Native bias in the last 
trial. 

Asked for an example, Carla 
Klooster, a non-Native council 
employee and 25-year-Tanana 
resident, reached for a sticky 
note. “Page 3,145, line 17,” she 
said. At least five people testified 
they saw Roberts around 1:30 
a.m. He was out on the dance 
floor with this girl or that girl. 
He gave a couple a lift or fetched 
a woman’s orange juice. 

Prosecutor Jeff O’Bryant, who 
recently retired from the Fair-
banks District Attorney’s office, 

made the most of those overlap-
ping sightings. “Mr. Roberts 
has got some problems with his 
alibi,” he pointed out to the jury. 
“He can’t be in all those places 
at once.”

The prosecutor implied it 
wasn’t simply confusion. 

“It reminded me,” he told 
jurors, “of the movie where the 
Romans have a bunch of prison-
ers, slaves, and there’s an upris-
ing amongst the slaves because 
of the conditions. And the leader 
of the uprising, apparently, was 
Spartacus.”

When the Romans came look-
ing for Spartacus, O’Bryant 
observed, “much like the wit-
nesses here” slaves stepped for-
ward declaring “I am Spartacus,” 
one after another. 

In the village clinic basement, 
heads nodded as Klooster reread 
the passage.

The dramatic scene from 
director Stanley Kubrick’s 
1960 Oscar-winning movie still 
inspires frequent reference in 
popular culture; the slaves’ self-
sacrifice is commonly held up as 
embodying true loyalty.

But the prosecutor’s argu-
ment wasn’t taken that way in 
Tanana, recalled Klooster in an 
interview this past December. 
“What’s the basis of the loyalty?” 
she said, pointing out that while 
people standing up for Roberts 
knew him, most weren’t close 
friends. “It’s basically saying the 
loyalty stems from cultural iden-
tity; that one Native will back up 
another Native.

“That’s such a ridiculous 
statement,” added the former 
tribal administrator, citing 
decades of experience observing 
life in a small Athabascan com-
munity, “because it’s so abso-
lutely not reflective of Native 
culture. Natives don’t back 
up other Natives just because 
they’re Native.”

In an interview in May 2007, 
O’Bryant declined to discuss the 
reactions to his Spartacus com-
parison. 

As a young man, he double-
majored at University of Alaska 
Fairbanks in Yupik Eskimo and 
linguistics. His professional 
silence toward accusations of 
bias leveled in letters and tribal 
resolutions shouldn’t be taken as 
indifference. “It rankles me more 
than you can possibly know,” 
O’Bryant said, leaning forward, 
eyes wide. “It rankles me.”

     

Downward spiral 
Olson, between 1995 and 

2000, was convicted seven times 
for assaulting the same girlfriend 
and twice for assaulting individu-
als who sought to protect her. In 

2000, he served time for hitting 
and choking his mother. 

A year later, he landed in 
jail for punching a Unalakleet 
woman.

In August 2002, police arrest-
ed him on a charge of drunken 
driving, his second such charge 
in a month. In one incident, both 
of the couple’s kids were in the 
car when he rear-ended another 
vehicle.

That November, Olson kicked 
in his girlfriend’s apartment 
door, held a knife to her throat 
threatening her life and, accord-
ing to the indictment against 
him, kidnapped her for several 
hours. 

Troopers rescued the woman.
At the time of his arrest, 

Olson’s blood-alcohol content 
registered 0.281, more than 
triple Alaska’s intoxication stan-
dard. He had downed two kinds 
of prescription pills.  

His life was ruined, Olson 
sobbed to troopers in a taped 
interview. He blamed stress from 
the Hartman case. 

“A few years ago I testified 
as the state’s key witness in the 
John Hartman murder case,” 
Olson told Judge Richard Savell 
at his April 2003 sentencing on 
a charge reduced through a plea 
bargain. “I did what I thought 
was my civic and patriotic duty. 
Most of all, I did what I thought 
was right.”

In a voice cracking with emo-
tion, Olson described life as an 
outcast. “No longer am I wel-
come at Native gatherings, func-
tions, places of work and homes.”

He urged the judge to consider 
his special burden. “Jail time 
imposed on me will be hard and 
unbearable,” he said. “I’ll have 
to do it in solitary confinement. 
I am known by everyone as a rat 
and as a snitch.”

“What has changed,” Savell 
countered, “since the first 
assault against the female in 
January 1996? I can’t point to 
anything,” the judge said. “No 
improvement, only escalation, 
increased frequency and more of 
it.”

He sentenced Olson to four 
and a half years in prison, with 
an additional five years suspend-
ed as incentive to reform.  

Former Yukon Kuskokwim 
Schools superintendent Glenn 
Olson approached as a bailiff 
slipped handcuffs on his son. 
“God love you,” he called softly.

Tomorrow: “The fearful friend”

Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-
tant professor of journalism. Former 
students Tom Delaune, Laurel Ford, 
Gary Moore, Robinson Duffy, Kelsa 
Shilanski and Sharice Walker contrib-
uted to this story.
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Prosecutor Jeff O’Bryant, seen here in an unrelated 2007 case, 
caused a ripple effect through the Native community during Mar-
vin Robert’s trial by comparing Native loyalty to the slave scene 
in “Spartacus.” O’Bryant’s comments came as a response to wit-
nesses saying Roberts was seen dancing at a wedding reception 
at Eagles Hall the night of John Hartman’s fatal assault.



By RENA DELBRIDGE
rdelbridge@newsminer.com

After Interior Democrats and their 
guests listened to both sides of the 
debate surrounding ballot measure 4, 
some were left wondering what the 
facts are.

“No one can make a decision based 
on this presentation,” said David Bantz, 
who works in computing at the Univer-
sity of Alaska Fairbanks. He said both 

sides make many 
claims, and he’s 
left wondering 
which are cor-
rect and where 
the information 
comes from.

Ballot measure 4, also known as the 
Clean Water Initiative, was the topic of 
discussion at the Democrats’ monthly 
Fahrenkamp Luncheon on Friday. For-
mer mining executive Bruce Switzer 

spoke on behalf of Alaskans for Clean 
Water, a group formed to support the 
initiative. Switzer is a senior tech-
nical adviser for that group. Mining 
company Teck Cominco’s Director of 
Corporate Affairs Karl Hanneman rep-
resented Alaskans Against the Mining 
Shutdown, a group formed to fight the 
initiative.

The initiative was designed to shut 
down the Pebble Project’s proposed 
plans for a copper, gold and molybde-

num mine at Bristol Bay, known as the 
red salmon capital of the world.

“It’s not about mining generally. 
It’s about the Pebble Project, and the 
only way we could deal with that was 
through an initiative,” Switzer said, 
adding that Bristol Bay and its envi-
rons are an environment too special 
to risk. “This ballot initiative is about 
salmon, and it’s about Pebble.”

However, some say if the initiative 
meets with voter approval and becomes 

law, new rules could shut down new 
facilities and mine expansions across 
the state.

“There are valid concerns about 
the Pebble Project that shouldn’t be 
addressed through a proposal that will 
adversely affect the entire industry,” 
Hanneman said. “In fact, we can’t even 
be sure what it is we’re voting on.”

If the initiative becomes law, state 

Clean water ballot measure a muddy mess among voters
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THE JOHN HARTMAN

MURDER

See the entire “Decade of Doubt” 
7-part series online at 

www.newsminer.com/hartman

CONTENT WARNING: This series con-
tains references to vulgar language and 
violent acts that may be objectionable 
to some readers and that parents may 
find inappropriate for their children.

Editor’s note: This series is the 
product of a six-year investiga-
tion by former Daily News-Miner 
reporter Brian O’Donoghue and 
his journalism students at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks, 
with support from the News-Miner.
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By BRIAN O’DONOGHUE
Special to the News-Miner

She wanted to believe the 
right people are paying for 
her son’s 1997 murder.

But Evalyn Thomas had doubts.
“I do believe there were quite 

a few people not telling the whole 
truth,” she e-mailed in April 2005. 
“Too many people with stuff to hide.”

Thomas later described a recur-
ring dream she and a friend shared 

following the murder. John Hart-
man’s mother saw herself concealed 
in bushes behind Chris Stone, her 
son’s 14-year-old friend. He was 
watching her boy’s beating. And it 
had to do with something Chris had 
done.

“Who knows about dreams, but it 
still makes me curious that two of us 
had the exact same dream,” observed 
Thomas in another e-mail from 
upstate New York shortly before she 
died in a four-wheeler accident.

The mother’s living nightmare 

Please see HARTMAN, Page A4

Unopened doors
Police tipped early on to look into Chris Stone’s possible connection

Please see BALLOT, Page A7

ELECTION 2008

By STEFAN MILKOWSKI
smilkowski@newsminer.com

JUNEAU — The major North 
Slope producers shared their 
concerns about a TransCanada 
natural gas pipeline on Friday 
in a discussion Revenue Com-
missioner Pat Galvin tried to 
paint as entirely predictable.

Top executives with BP, Con-
ocoPhillips and Exxon Mobil all 
said they thought the Canadian 
pipeline builder was seeking too 
much profit, not taking enough 
of the project risk and asking 
too much of the main pipeline 
users — specifically, the three 
producers.

“We have some real concerns 
with the terms TransCanada is 
required to offer,” BP’s Dave 
Van Tuyl said.

The executives expressed con-

cerns about the 
requirements 
TransCanada 
would have to 
meet under the 
Alaska Gasline 
I n d u c e m e n t 
Act and about 
p r o v i s i o n s 
TransCanada 
proposed in its 
AGIA applica-
tion.

An executive with Chevron, 
another North Slope producer, 
echoed many of the concerns.

Galvin, representing Gov. 
Sarah Palin’s gas line team, 
explained that under AGIA, 
TransCanada would still be able 
to negotiate shipping rates with 
the major producers and could 

Producers list concerns              
over TransCanada line
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The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The Bush 
administration, dismissing the 
recommendations of its top 
experts, rejected regulating the 
greenhouse gases blamed for 
global warming Friday, saying it 
would cripple the U.S. economy.

In a 588-page federal notice, 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency made no finding on 
whether global warming poses a 
threat to people’s health or wel-
fare, reversing an earlier conclu-
sion at the insistence of the White 
House and officially kicking any 
decision on a solution to the next 
president and Congress.

The White House on Thursday 
rejected the EPA’s suggestion 
three weeks earlier that the 1970 
Clean Air Act can be both work-
able and effective for address-

ing global climate change. The 
EPA said Friday that law is “ill-
suited” for dealing with global 
warming.

“If our nation is truly seri-
ous about regulating greenhouse 

White House says no to
greenhouse gas control

Please see REGULATION, Page A7

The Associated Press

The Bush administration on 
Friday rejected regulating 
greenhouse gases, saying it 
would ruin the U.S. economy.

TRIBAL RHYTHM
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Participants and spectators of the Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow join in a couples dance Friday behind the Carlson Center.  The 
powwow continues today and Sunday with festivities kicking off at noon both days.

Powwow drum beat draws cultures together

Above, nembers of Lakota Thunder, a Grammy award-
winning Native American drum group, sing and drum 
together during the Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow. At 
right, Cody Yellowfat, 11, a member of Lakota Thunder, 
takes in the scene at the powwow.

By REBECCA GEORGE
rgeorge@newsminer.com

The Midnight Sun Inter-
tribal Powwow kicked 
off Friday evening 

behind the Carlson Center with 
the grand entry as veterans 
and retired warriors entered 
the sacred circle in a procession 
accompanied by Lakota Thunder, 
a Grammy award-winning Native 
American drum group.

Veterans, present warriors, 
elders, parents and children 
entered the procession, and 
though each expressed their heri-
tage uniquely, there was a single 
heartbeat with the ever-intensify-
ing beating of the drum.

First Traditional Chief Donald 

Please see POWWOW, Page A7



began early Saturday, Oct. 11, 
1997, when a motorist came upon 

a teen sprawled 
unconscious over 
pavement and 
curb. Medics 
raced the uniden-
tified victim to 
Fairbanks Memo-
rial Hospital. 
That evening, 
about 8 p.m., 
Thomas identi-
fied the 15-year-

old on life support as her son.
Within hours, police received 

the first tips about Stone, the last 
person seen with Hartman prior 
to the crime. 

Police heard two teens describe 
Stone’s controlling influence over 
Hartman during a party at Noah’s 
Rainbow Inn. An older fam-

ily friend urged 
police to investi-
gate Stone’s own 
recent beating.

But detec-
tives already 
had a group of 
suspects, backed 
by two confes-
sions. By the 
time Hartman 
died that Sunday 
evening, police 
were moving to 
arrest four cur-
rent and former 
basketball play-
ers from Howard 
Luke Academy, 
Fairbanks’ large-
ly Alaska Native 
alternative high 
school.

Hartman’s 
last night out 
received little 
attention.

Two of the 
arrested young 
men — Eugene 
Vent and George 
Frese — later 
recanted their 
confessions. Oth-
er evidence gath-
ered against the 
group of four was 
mainly circum-
stantial. Three 
Anchorage juries, 
weighing evi-
dence against the 
various suspects 

in separate trials, each returned 
guilty verdicts before anyone 
learned of Stone’s attention-draw-
ing actions while his friend lay 
dying on a nearby street.

Courts still ponder that point a 
decade later. 

 

‘Known to run’
As Hartman lingered in a coma 

that Saturday night, police investi-
gator Peggy Sullivan heard friends 
describe Hartman slumping onto 
the motel room floor in an appar-
ent seizure. Band mate Trent 
Mueller told her he urged Hart-
man to leave with him. But Hart-
man elected to stay with Stone 
and the latter’s friend, Elijah “EJ” 
Stephens. 

Mueller didn’t like the influ-
ence the pair seemed to hold, 
according to the police report. 
“John was just sitting there with 
Chris and EJ, just dazed,” he said, 
“just like he was a robot and they 
were controlling his body.”

Sullivan also noted that Muel-
ler referred to Stone as a “crack 
head” who had recently suffered a 
beating. 

Earlier that morning, Stone 
had left a message at Barbara 
Ann Higgins’ home, pleading for 
a place to stay. The 41-year-old 
bartender found the message on 
her answering machine when she 
arrived home from El Sombrero, a 

restaurant and tavern where she 
worked with Stone’s mom.

The teenager and his mom 
were often at odds, and it wasn’t 
unusual for Chris to bunk at Hig-
gins’ place. But this was the first 
time he had called in advance, and 
the tone of the message concerned 
her. Though it was late, Higgins 
called Stone’s mom. She was curt-
ly informed the teen was already 
home.

The following evening, Thomas’ 
boyfriend called Higgins from the 
hospital relaying the news about 
Hartman. Higgins knew he was 
Stone’s friend. Aware that Chris 
had recently suffered a beating 
that sent him to the hospital, 
she wondered if the two assaults 
might be connected.

After work that Sunday, about 
1 a.m., she visited police head-
quarters and made a full-page, 
hand-written report.  “I have some 
names in Chris’ assault that will 
probably be included in this case,” 
she wrote. 

“Chris is known to run away,” 
she added. “So if he thinks he’s in 
trouble, he will.” 

Higgins preserved Stone’s 
recorded message for at least two 
months. Police didn’t follow up, 
she later testified, and a power 
failure erased it.

Detective Aaron Ring, chief 
investigator on the Hartman case, 
later said in court he didn’t recall 
seeing Higgins’ written statement 
or the Alaska State Troopers 
report on Stone’s assault. The 
detective had heard Stone was 
roughed up over a girl. “It wasn’t 
connected with this case,” he testi-
fied.  

Wouldn’t name names
One night three weeks earlier, 

an employee at the Fort Knox gold 
mine, about 20 miles northeast of 
Fairbanks, came upon a battered 
youth hitchhiking by the com-
pany’s front gate. Mine security 
provided cold packs and contacted 
Stone’s family.  

“He had bruising about his face 
and head and down his back,” 
noted trooper Richard Quinn, who 
interviewed Stone at the hospital 
shortly before 2 a.m., Sept. 18, 
1997.

The teen said he couldn’t 
remember what happened.

EJ Stephens didn’t come home 
that night until after Stone landed 
in the hospital. Quinn contacted 
him. “Stephens indicated that 
Chris had ‘gone to the store with 
friends,’” reported the trooper. 
“Not cooperative with AST,” he 
added.

Though Stone’s memory even-
tually cleared, he refused to name 
his assailants. “It will just happen 
again,” he told Quinn.

“This case is closed pending 
cooperation from the victim,” not-
ed the trooper’s final report, dated 
four days after Hartman’s assault. 

A brother’s burden
Chris “Sean” Kelly, then 26 and 

wanted for parole violations, hid 
inside his mother’s house when he 
saw police approaching the front 
door that Saturday. But police 
weren’t calling about the older 
brother’s transgressions. They had 
reason to believe the unidentified 
boy in critical condition at the hos-

pital was Thomas’ youngest son, 
John Hartman.

A “terrible groan” from his 
mom brought Kelly flying down-
stairs.

Kelly didn’t mention it to police 
until months later, but he had 
been tipped the previous night 
that his kid brother might be in 
bad company over at Noah’s Rain-
bow Inn. He had spoken with a 
pair of sisters he knew at the low-
rent motel and was assured “JG” 
appeared OK. So he put the warn-
ing out of his mind, he recalled in 
a 2004 interview. 

Liann Peryea, who was then 
living at Noah’s with her younger 
sister, is pretty sure the warning 
came from her end. “People usu-
ally like to look out for their little 
brothers.” In those days, she said, 
the motel now known as College 
Inn was “not a great place for any-
one to be hanging around.”  

Peryea is reluctant to discuss 
the conversation she had that 
night. “Anything that could have 
been done should have been done 
that night,” she said in fall 2006.

With his younger brother still 
clinging to life, Kelly stormed over 
to Noah’s. By then, he knew JG’s 
friends had alerted police about 
Friday’s party. He expected yellow 
crime tape across Room 244. 

He was angered that nobody in 
the hallway had seen police nosing 
around.

Guilt magnified the older 
brother’s distress. Not long before, 
according to Kelly, he had ripped 
off Calvin Bollig, a Fox drug dealer 
busted later that fall for running a 
$1 million cocaine operation.

Was JG stomped in retaliation, 

he now wondered?
The ignored warning ate at 

him. As Kelly told police following 
his arrest in January 1998, “I was 
too busy doing what I was doing to 
go get my little brother.” 

Officers mainly wanted to 
know what the victim’s brother 
had heard through the prison 
grapevine about the four suspects 
already charged. Kelly described 
what he took to be an incriminat-
ing apology from Vent. He also 
urged police to look into the recent 
beating suffered by his brother’s 
friend, “Chris Stoneman.”

Memory improves
Available police records indicate 

Stone wasn’t interviewed until 
Monday, more than 48 hours after 
Hartman’s fatal beating. The teen 
calmly described sharing a cab 
to Stephens’ house on Laurene 
Street. He said he last saw Hart-
man when they parted company at 
the end of the block.

“Higgins said you sounded 
upset,” Ring said in that taped 
session.    

Stone blamed his agitation 
on the prescription pills taken at 
Noah’s.

“You’re not just afraid?”
“No,” Stone said.
“Because that’s the information 

we have — that you might have 
been there when he was assault-
ed,” the detective said. “Saw what 
happened and were threatened by 
these guys.”

Stone repeated that he left 
Hartman and went looking for his 
mother at El Sombrero. Finding 
the place closed, he said he contin-
ued to Carrs-Foodland, made a few 
calls and eventually caught a cab 
home.

But Melissa Stephens had 
lingered by the window after her 
son EJ arrived home from Noah’s. 
Her front alcove offered a view up 
Laurene Street to Airport Way’s 
access road. She watched Hart-
man and Stone turn right, striding 
off together.

“It looked like they were going 
somewhere with a purpose,” she 
testified in the final Hartman 
trial.  

A few months after the murder, 
Stone was arrested as an accessory 
in a rape case. In August 1998, 
Ring and then-Sgt. Dan Hoffman 
visited the 15-year-old at Fair-
banks Youth Facility.

“I did see Kevin Pease that 
night,” volunteered Stone, who 
credited newspaper photos 
with jogging his memory of the 
suspect’s presence near the super-
market payphone. 

Nine months had elapsed since 
the murder. For the first time, 
Stone recalled a small blue car, 
packed with “white or Native 
kids,” hovering by the liquor store 
entrance. He had a good look at 

the car, he said, when he walked 
back outside through that door.

Witness faces scrutiny
Prosecution of the Hartman 

suspects was delayed more than 
a year by legal battles over the 
admissibility of Frese’s and Vent’s 
confessions, the district attorney’s 
failure to inform grand jurors of 
possible alibis, and complications 
arising from the extensive pre-trial 
publicity.

 To ensure fairness, the trials 
were eventually moved to Anchor-
age. In February 1999, Frese 
became the first to face a jury. 
Vent’s turn came in July. Marvin 
Roberts and Kevin Pease were 
tried together that August.

Stone, the last person known 
to have seen Hartman alive and 
the witness who later placed Pease 
with a blue car outside the super-
mart, held a major part in the 
state’s case. The teen’s reluctance 
to name his own assailants, mean-
while, garnered attention with 
each courtroom appearance.

“We stopped at, like, a dead 
end,” Stone testified during the 
first trial, describing a joyride with 
friends that suddenly exploded. 
“When we were getting back in, I 
was assaulted. They hit me, like, 
with (billard) balls. They were 
wrapped up in socks.”

Prosecutor Jeff O’Bryant elic-
ited Stone’s declaration that none 
of the Hartman suspects were 
involved.

“Who was it?” defense attorney 
Bob Downes asked under cross-
examination.

“Dale Lapue, Mike,” Stone 
mumbled. “God, I can’t remember 
the rest of the guys. Mike some-
thing. And Chad something. And 
there was another guy I didn’t 
even know.”

Stone described the car 
used joyriding as brown or tan. 
He swore he didn’t know why 
“friends” had turned on him.

 

Candor follows arrests
Five months after Frese’s trial 

ended with a guilty verdict, the 
News-Miner reported arrests in 
another murder case. “Trio pleads 
innocent in death of cabbie,” read 
the headline.

Dale Depue, Sean Aldridge, 
both 18, and 28-year-old John Hol-
loway were accused of killing a cab 
driver missing since the previous 
summer. Maurice Smith’s taxi had 
been pulled from the Tanana Riv-
er loaded with rocks. That spring, 
a hiker stumbled across his body 
in the woods north of town. 

The arrests coincided with the 
opening of Vent’s trial, at which 
Stone described his own beating in 
greater detail. He portrayed Dale 
Depue as the instigator. Stephens 
was present, he said, but hadn’t 
joined in the assault.

Further details emerged dur-
ing Stone’s final Hartman trial 
appearance that August and from 
his testimony at Holloway’s trial 
in 2000. Why had he protected the 
kids who beat him up?

Stone explained at the final 
Hartman trial that his “close 
friend” Sean Aldridge begged him 
to shield the person he viewed as 
his brother. “He was like, can you 
not go tell?” 

Aldridge and Depue, who were 
raised in the same household, 
eventually confessed to chasing 
and beating Smith after luring 
him into the woods. It was Hol-
loway, their martial arts teacher, 
according to the pair, who slit the 
cabbie’s throat. Both testified for 
the state. 

Holloway and Aldridge were 
each convicted of second-degree 
murder. Though Depue’s plea 
bargain resulted in a lesser charge 
of manslaughter, Judge Charles 
Pengilly gave him 15 years, triple 
the usual sentence. “He has an 
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HARTMAN: Courts, investigators ponder Stone’s behavior the morning of the fatal assault

DeeDee Hammond/News-MinerSource: Taxi log, police reports, court testimony

Murder victim’s last steps

Image courtesy of DigitalGlobe

Around 1:35 a.m. a 
resident of the women’s 
shelter on 9th Avenue  
hears the sound of a 
fight on street 
below.

About 1:45 a.m., Stone 
alarms employees with 
his entrance into 
Carrs-Foodland 
supermarket. The night 
manager calls his 
mother, who arranges a 
cab home.

About 1:15 a.m., John 
Hartman, Chris Stone 
and Elijah “EJ” Stephens 
share a cab from Noah’s 
Rainbow Inn to 
Stephens’ home on 
Laurene Street.

About 2:45 a.m., a 
motorist cruising east 
on 9th Avenue comes 
upon a teenager 
sprawled across the 
curb near Barnette 
Street. Hartman never 
regains consciousness 
and dies the following 
evening.   

Hartman and Stone last 
observed together at 
end of block. Stone said 
pair shook hands and 
parted company. “EJ” 
Stephens’ mom, 
Melissa Stephens, said 
pair continued on 
together. 

Stone said he went to 
El Sombrero in hopes of 
finding his mother, but 
tavern was closed.

1

2

3

4

5

6

Brian O’Donoghue photos

Above: Chris Stone, seen here in a March 2006 photo taken at Monroe Correctional Complex in Washington state, says that events 
from the night John Hartman died in October 1997 are still fuzzy in his mind. 

Below: Seen below, from left, Marvin Roberts, Kevin Pease, Eugene Vent and George Frese, taken in July 2007 at Red Rock Correc-
tional Center, a private prison in Eloy, Ariz.



unbroken criminal record since he 
was 9,” said the judge, adding that 
Depue was capable of repeating 
such violence “in an instant.”

Unopened door
The final Hartman trial 

featured legal skirmishes over 
defense attempts to portray Depue 
and his associates as alternative 
suspects. “They’re trying to just 
make Depue look like a bad guy,” 
said O’Bryant, objecting to a 
defense disclosure of his arrest as 
a suspect in the cabbie’s murder. 

“He’s a bad guy,” countered 
Judge Benjamin Esch, citing 
Stone’s account of Depue’s role in 
the Fort Knox assault.

 The judge instructed jurors to 
disregard the references to Depue 
being locked up, but he refused to 
block the defense from trying to 
link the two assaults. “We’ll get 
a chance to maybe see if they can 
make me believe it.”

Toward that end, the defense 
attempted to put Brandy Hud-
speth on the witness stand. She 
was prepared to testify she had 
heard Depue and his friends talk 
about “knocking heads” the night 
of Hartman’s assault. The date 
stood out, she stated at an eviden-
tiary hearing, because that Friday, 
Oct. 10, marked Depue’s 17th 
birthday.

Before heading out that night, 
recalled Hudspeth, who was 15 at 
the time, Depue and his friends 
groused about being broke. They 
returned home with $160 in cash, 
she said. Though Hudspeth saw 
the cash, the rest amounted to 
hearsay, Esch ruled, so no jury 
ever heard what she had to say.

Troopers handled the cabbie’s 
1998 homicide. Fairbanks police 
had jurisdiction in Hartman’s 
1997 murder. As lead prosecu-
tor for both cases, then-Assistant 
District Attorney O’Bryant was 
positioned to ensure possible con-
nections were explored.

“I believe there was inquiry,” 
O’Bryant said in a 2002 interview. 
“Not obviously that night. But lat-
er on, when that information sur-
faced, I believe there was inquiry 
made. To what extent? Or how in 
depth? I don’t recall.”

Paul Keller, the detective who 
headed the Hartman investigation 
until his retirement in fall 1997, 
agrees police looked into Stone’s 
assault and Depue’s possible 
involvement in the murder. “All 
this was investigated and sorted 
out,” Keller said in a recent e-mail 
for this story.

But even after Depue’s arrest, 
Detective Ring saw no need to 
delve further, not with trials 
already under way for those he 
deemed responsible for Hartman’s 
murder. “There was no evidence 
that there was anyone but these 
individuals there,” he said in a 
2002 interview.

His testimony in the final Hart-
man trial that August established 
that Fairbanks police never looked 
beyond associates of the group 
prosecuted. “Did you ever inves-
tigate any other suspects?” Ring 
was asked.

“Initially, other friends of 
Eugene’s,” said the detective, 
referring to Vent. “Names he had 
given me that turned out to be 
false, that sort of thing.”

“Only people associated with 
these — somehow associated with 
these four boys?”

“Yes,” testified the lead detec-
tive on the Hartman case.

In his closing argument, Rob-
erts’ attorney complained that the 
investigation’s tight focus left open 
questions regarding a possible con-
nection between the murder and 
Stone’s earlier assault.

“Coincidence?” Dick Madson 
asked jurors. “Who knows?  But 
strange. But we’ll never know 
because that’s an avenue that 
was never driven down, and it 
was a door that we never looked 
behind.” 

New evidence
From her booth overlooking 

checkout stands, money counter 

Karan Bilyeu warily eyed the 
teenager who had come rushing 
through Carrs-Foodland’s front 
door about 1:45 a.m. Saturday, 
Oct. 11, 1997.

His hasty entrance commanded 
attention, agreed night manager 
Sheryl DeBoard. “I thought ‘peo-
ple are going to come in running 
after him.’”

Jan DeMasters had the front 
register. Stone appeared “agi-
tated,” she recalled, in a way that 
put the night crew on alert. “He 
wasn’t obviously walking in for a 
loaf of bread and peanut butter.” 

More than anything else, 
employees agree, the youngster 
radiated fear. “Looked scared to 
death,” recalled Marney Osborne 
in a 2004 interview. “I have three 
boys. So I can tell that it was obvi-
ous he (Stone) was very afraid.”

The night manager inquired if 
there was someone she could call.

“You can’t call my mom,” 
DeBoard recalled being told by the 
teen. She thought she also heard 
him mention a friend being hurt 
— though his exact words later 
escaped her.

He had her call El Sombrero, in 
case someone remained inside the 
closed tavern, as well as the Grey-
hound Lounge. She couldn’t reach 
the people he wanted, so DeBoard 
called his mother.

Maggie Stone had a cab fetch 
her son.

“Teen dies in hospital after 
downtown attack,” proclaimed the 
headline in Monday’s News-Miner. 

“Oh my God,” DeBoard recalled 
wondering. “Did this have some-
thing to do with him?”

News accounts indicated the 
case was solved. No one from the 
store called police.

Following the trials, the night 
manager mentioned the terrified 
kid’s memorable entrance to Shir-
ley Demientieff, a longtime cus-
tomer. The Native activist alerted 
defense lawyers. Stone’s behavior 
while his friend lay dying came 
under scrutiny for the first time.  

 

Only a ‘paranoid feel’
In May 2001, Esch again pre-

sided as Roberts’ lawyer argued 
for a new trial citing jailhouse 
retractions from Arlo Olson, the 
state’s key witness, and DeBoard’s 
encounter with Stone at the super-
market. 

The store manager assured the 
judge that Carrs Foodland’s liquor 
store door was locked by that time 
of night, casting doubt on Stone’s 
claimed encounter with Pease. She 
said he dashed into her store in a 
panic.   

“I did not come running into 
the store. I walked into it,” Stone 
countered. “Yes, I had a paranoid 
feel about me, because I was very 
high on pills that I took. It had 
nothing to do with anything real.”

Esch struggled reconciling their 
conflicting accounts. 

“She (DeBoard) was very 
believable about her perception 
that Stone was fearful,” the judge 
noted. “However, such an observa-
tion is consistent with Stone’s own 
testimony that he was paranoid 
because he used drugs earlier, that 
he was afraid of the person who 
stared at him near the pay tele-

phones or both.”
He denied Roberts’ request for 

another trial.
In a 2003 opinion upholding 

the exclusion of Hudspeth’s tes-
timony and Esch’s evaluation of 
what DeBoard had to say, Alaska’s 
appellate tribunal summarized 
defense arguments suggesting 
Stone engaged in a cover-up.

“Roberts’ theory was that 
Depue ... and Aldridge were actu-
ally the people who had robbed 
and killed J.H. He represented 
that Stone had been assaulted by 
Depue and others approximately 
three weeks before J.H.’s death. 
He also represented that they 
drove a tan or beige four-door 
car similar to the one observed 
by (Franklin) Dayton and Stone 
before they were assaulted.” Rob-
erts further contends, the court 
noted, “that Stone had lied about 
not being present” during the 
attack that claimed his friend’s 
life.

In a 2004 interview at Seward 
Correctional Center, Depue said he 
had nothing to do with Hartman’s 
death. He also said he was out of 
state at the time of the Fort Knox 
assault, though both Stone and 
Stephens portray Depue as the 
one who started it. Depue said he 
is aware the group convicted of 
Hartman’s murder professes to be 
innocent. “Who knows?” he said. 
“It could all be show.”

“I’m guilty of my crime,” the 
former Lathrop High student 
added. “But it was just kid stuff 
that got out of hand. Maybe that’s 
what happened to them.”

Juvenile’s disclosure
No one involved in the original 

Hartman trials appears to have 
known about Stone’s comments 
in an unrelated juvenile criminal 
proceeding.

Under a plea deal in a Decem-
ber 1997 rape case, Stone was 
required to discuss how he and 
another teen detained a girl at 
knifepoint while her friend was 
sexually assaulted in another 
room. She played along, he insist-
ed, and hadn’t acted scared.

“You ever been scared, Chris?” 
a trooper asked in that March 
1998 interview.

“Yes, I have,” Stone responded. 
“I’ve been scared to death. I was 
scared when I was in jail. I was 
scared when I got the hell beat out 
of me. I was scared when my best 
friend died.”  

“So you know what fear’s like 
right?”

“Yes.”
“So,” the trooper said, “do you 

whimper or whine?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Every time?”
“When I’m scared to death, 

as she puts it, I do,” Stone said. 
“I’m not calm. I’m not just sit-
ting there. I’m looking around my 
shoulder — I am freaking out.”

The juvenile’s statement first 
surfaced through a public records 
request for an adult co-defendant’s 
files. In 2006, the eight-year-old 
interview with Stone was cited by 
Vent’s current attorney as further 
cause for a new trial.

In a motion arguing against 
that request, Assistant District 

Attorney Helen Hickmon char-
acterized Stone’s comment as so 
open to interpretation as to be 
meaningless. She emphasized her 
point with a list of ready explana-
tions: 

• Stone could have been scared 
because his friend had been killed.

• He saw who did it.
• He could identify the perpe-

trator and feared reprisals.
“Or perhaps,” the state’s attor-

ney concluded, “Stone was afraid 
he’d be attacked in jail for his own 
crimes against humanity.” 

DeBoard reviewed the teen’s 
statement for this story. Stone’s 
description stopped her cold.    

“That is what Mr. Stone looked 
and felt like when he walked 
— no, ran! — through that door,”  
the former supermarket manager 
said. “He was freaked out.

 “And I think it’s natural for 
another human being to heed 
another human being if they’re 
scared. That’s why we were so 
drawn to him.”

 

Dread he can’t explain
A letter from a county jail in 

Washington hinted at a break.
“Prosecutors, investigators, 

detectives and reporters all hunted 
me as a kid,” Stone wrote in fall 
2005, “wanting to get the facts of 
that night — to keep remember-
ing about it. None cared how I was 
affected by it all.”

Stone, then 22 and serving time 
for passing a stolen check and 
other charges, agreed to be inter-
viewed about the crime he said 
drove him from Alaska. 

“I think maybe the Lord has set 
this up for you to help me.” 

March 9, 2006, a jailer escorted 
the lanky, big-shouldered inmate 
into a cleared cafeteria at Monroe 
Correctional Complex, a 95-year-
old state prison housing 2,500 
male inmates.

“I just woke up,” he said sheep-
ishly.

Much of that night in October 
1997 is a blur, Stone said up front. 
Seizures he dates to the Fort Knox 
assault affect his memory, he said. 
He’s left with bits and pieces: 
Drinking wine elsewhere in the 
motel; glimpses of a kid who later 
gave him a hard time; Hartman’s 
seizure.

Parting company with Hartman 
— that’s Stone’s sharpest memory. 
But he’s not entirely sure.

“I really even,” Stone paused, 
“doubt that things happened the 
way from, you know, after we left 
the hotel. I mean, just everything 
from we left the hotel till my mom 
being in my face waking me up 
— telling me JG’s dead. It seems 
just like a one terrific nightmare.”

Stone said he didn’t see Hart-
man’s beating. “Wasn’t there with 
him,” he said, adding more firmly: 
“I wish I was. I mean as I wasn’t 
as big then, but I don’t think it 
would have happened. I was still 6 
foot tall ... I was a big kid, 185, 200 
pounds.”

He hadn’t gotten over the trau-
matic events of that year. 

“When I see a car drive by, 
a car full of people and late at 
night,” Stone said, “I panic.”

He can’t point to a cause.  
“I don’t live in an actual fear of 

anything in particular,” Stone said. 
“But I live in fear of the abstract 
things that I don’t know.”

And he’s nagged by the ques-
tions over Hartman’s last steps. “I 
just want this all to be done with, 
figured out and, hopefully,” Stone 
said, “I can figure out why I’m a 
spaz. Why I freak out.”

The inmate talked for more 
than an hour, resolving little. Like 
so many others ensnared in the 
crime’s aftermath, his memories 
of that night churn from drugs, 
booze and time.

“I told you all I know,” Stone 
wrote from prison following the 
interview. “Maybe there were 
keys there and we just don’t know 
it. Like I said in the interview, 
whoever hurt my friend, I want 
justice to find them — if it hasn’t 
already.”

Lives lost
For Hartman’s mother, the 

continuing litigation remained 
an open wound until her death in 
2005.

“Each time I go through every-
thing all over again,” Thomas said 
in 2003 upon learning jury error 
might result in a new trial for 
Roberts and Pease. 

“Do you know what that’s 
like?”

Time’s passage left others 
mourning as well.

“They took my boy’s life away 
for no reason,” Hazel Roberts said 
several years ago.  “Somebody 
needs to pay for that.”

Marvin Roberts, who turned 
30 in November, would have been 
paroled by now had he taken the 
state’s offer and testified against 
his former teammates. He sticks 
by that choice. “I’m innocent,” 
he said in a telephone interview 
from Red Rock, the private prison 
in Arizona housing Alaska’s long-
term offenders. “I wasn’t going to 
say I did it.”

Years ago, discussing the case 
with a student video crew, Roberts 
alluded to blue moments when his 
patience snaps and when he, too, 
can’t resist pointing the finger.

“I can’t always control it. Some 
days, I do get angry at them.”

He meant Fairbanks Police.
“I figure it all started with 

them,” said Roberts, looking 
straight into the student crew’s 
camera. “They had this case solved 
from day one. They wouldn’t look 
at other leads. They put four of 
us together. Said, ‘You guys did it. 
That’s it. Case closed.’”

From the state’s perspective, 
those four guilty verdicts, repre-
senting the collective judgment of 
36 Anchorage jurors, certify that 
justice was delivered in fair mea-
sure. 

And don’t try to tell the former 
Fairbanks district attorney the 
case he brought against Hart-
man’s murderers held room for 
reasonable doubt.  

“You tell his mother,” O’Bryant 
said last spring, “there wasn’t evi-
dence in the bruises on her son’s 
face.”

 
Brian O’Donoghue is a UAF assis-

tant professor of journalism. Former stu-
dents Cary Curlee, Robinson Duffy, Mark 
Evans, Laurel Ford, Russ Kelly, Theresa 
Roark, Frank Shepherd and Abbie Stillie 
contributed to this report.
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ABOUT 
‘DECADE           

OF DOUBT’
This seven-part series 

offers no proof of guilt 
or innocence. It does 
document gaps in the 
police investigation that 
raise questions about the 
victim’s last conscious 
hours. It points out that 
the group convicted of 
John Hartman’s murder 
may have been prosecuted 
with forms of evidence 
identified later in national 
studies as contributing to 
some wrongful prosecu-
tions elsewhere. And it 
shows how rulings from 
this state’s courts have 
undermined Alaska Native 
confidence in the justice 
system by keeping juries 
from weighing all that’s 
known about the crime.

Among the series’ 
observations:

• The police investiga-
tion remained focused on 
suspects flagged through a 
pair of confessions, subse-
quently retracted, despite 
lab tests that yielded no 
supporting evidence. 

• Jurors remained 
unaware that state crime 
lab experts couldn’t match 
George Frese’s boots 
with photos of Hartman’s 
bruises. Though it bore 
the lab’s logo, the sugges-
tive exhibit presented at 
trial was a non-scientific 
photo overlay assembled 
by police and the district 
attorney. Recent studies 
have shown that evidence 
lacking forensic merit often 
figures in convictions that 
are later overturned. 

• Detectives referred to 
fictitious evidence through-
out the interrogations that 
yielded confessions from 
Eugene Vent and Frese. 
Employing such trickery 
on suspects who profess 
no memory of a crime, 
while standard practice in 
1997, today draws specific 
cautions in the nation’s 
standard-setting criminal 
interrogation manual. The 
revisions reflect lessons 
learned from re-examining 
tactics used obtaining con-
fessions later proven false 
in cases that sent innocent 
people to jail.  

• The state’s case 
strongly relied upon iden-
tifications made by an 
eyewitness standing 550 
feet from a robbery. The 
distance raises the possi-
bility of witness misidentifi-
cation, which has emerged 
as the leading common 
denominator among hun-
dreds of errant murder and 
rape convictions. 

• Police paid scant 
attention to the last person 
known to have been with 
Hartman. Chris Stone, a 
14-year-old self-described 
methamphetamine addict, 
had been hospitalized fol-
lowing a similar assault 
only weeks prior. And 
jurors never heard about 
Stone’s attention-getting 
entrance into Carrs-Food-
land about the time Hart-
man lay dying in the street. 
Also, no one involved in 
the Hartman case had 
access to Stone’s sworn 
statement, sealed in an 
unrelated juvenile proceed-
ing, suggesting, under one 
interpretation, awareness 
of his friend’s plight.

All of this has contrib-
uted, in the eyes of many, 
to a decade of doubt.

Continued from Page A4 

HARTMAN

The murder victim wore anoth-
er teen’s blue corduroys down 
around his knees. 

Chris Stone, who outweighed the 
victim by about 50 pounds, testified 
that John Hartman was wearing those 
blue cords when they ran into each 
other that morning at the Geist Road 
McDonald’s. 

“He was joking about it because 
they were huge on him,” Stone 
recalled in a 2006 interview.

Yet friends and family recalled 
Hartman sporting his camouflage 
pants and a matching jacket. The 
apparent discrepancy went unnoticed 

for more than a year. 
Conflicting claims 
echoed through a 
series of trials.  

 Trent Mueller, 
who was one of Hart-
man’s band mates, 
and E.J. Stephens 
both remember Hart-
man attired in his 
new Desert Storm-
style camo pants and jacket during a 
party that evening at Noah’s Rainbow 
Inn. That’s consistent with the last 
view Hartman’s mother had of her 
son leaving her pull-tab shop with 

Stone earlier that afternoon.
In a 2004 interview, Stephens said 

Stone and Hartman ducked in and out 
of the party in Room 244 that night. 
The pair were drinking in some other 
room, he said, suggesting Hartman 
may also have changed elsewhere in 
the motel. 

Stone said Hartman acquired his 
cords several weeks earlier. That 
much is confirmed by Mary Reynaga, 
a mutual friend. The pants were blue 
“Jinko,” cords, she recalled in a 2006 
interview. Stone left them at her 
house after getting soaked in a water 
fight.

A few weeks later, her “guy friend” 
mentioned he liked corduroys. 

“Chris left some cords,” she told 
Hartman, gifting him with the ill-fit-
ting pants medics found down below 
his knees.

“He always wore big clothes,” Rey-
naga said.

Over the years, Hartman’s pants 
switch was a hot topic in letters to the 
editor critical of the police investiga-
tion.The recurring subject upset the 
victim’s mother.

“My son also happened to slip 
in water after I saw him that day,” 
Evalyn Thomas wrote in a letter pub-

lished in 2002. “One of his friends has 
a pair of Chris Stone’s old pants at 
her house — that she gave to my son 
so he had dry pants on. What’s the big 
deal?”

Fairbanks police detective Aaron 
Ring, principal investigator on the 
case, shared her view. “It’s not sur-
prising that teenage boys would share 
clothes,” he testified in Eugene Vent’s 
1999 trial. His own nephews swap 
clothes “quite a bit,” he said.

Hartman’s camo pants, meanwhile, 
never surfaced.

— Brian O’Donoghue

Corduroy vs. camouflage: John Hartman’s missing pants remain a puzzle 

Reynaga

Matt Hage photos/News-Miner

Evalyn Thomas displays a thank 
you card received from an 
anonymous organ transplant 
recipient who now carries a 
kidney that belonged to her 
deceased son, John. Hartman’s 
other kidney, liver and heart 
ventricles were all surgically 
transplanted to other patients.

John Hartman’s mother, Evalyn Thomas, and his brother, Michael Kelly, are seen in front of a 
memorial in their home in October 1998, one year after the 15-year-old’s murder.
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