My Summer with the Texas Defender Service

by Alysian Thomas

This past summer I was privileged enough to work for a public interest non-profit organization entitled the Texas Defender Service (TDS). The TDS is a wonderful, devote and faithful organization that provides brilliant criminal defense solely to inmates facing capital punishment in Texas. On the very first day I was greeted with warm caring smiles, and brief introductions. Yet within a few minutes I was given stacks of documents relating to a prisoner who is currently incarcerated for capital murder. I was immediately immersed into his childhood, criminal acts, behaviors, mental status and the crime that lead to his conviction. Reading page after page of his tumultuous past, I created pre-conceived notions about this person without even meeting him. I gathered from my research that he was selfish, self-absorbed, narcissistic and inherently dangerous. Although, my personal feelings towards him were unpleasant I continued to diligently pillage through his file with the best of my ability.  The days turned into weeks and the day came that I was not expecting; the drive up to Polunsky. 
In Livingston, Texas there is the only male Texas Death Row prison called Polunsky. Driving up, all that was visible were a few buildings, a few horses and vast amounts of land. The prison was surrounded by barbed wire, and covered with cement blocks. After we were thoroughly searched and went through metal detectors we went through several gates and walkways until we finally reached the visiting area. We, the interns, were all nervous and unaware of what to expect. Like most of us this was our first time in a maximum security prison or any prison of that sort. 
When we met up with our supervising attorney the first inmate I was assigned to see was of course the same case that I had been diligently researching and working with attorneys over the past few weeks. At first I was very reluctant to meet with him, especially knowing the horrific things he did, the abuse he endured as a child and the crime that landed him in prison for capital murder. Regardless of my reluctance, the guards escorted this very man into a visiting cell and released his handcuffs and chains placing me face to face with him. Looking at him, it was hard to believe that the man that committed all of these crimes was sitting arms length through a few layers of glass. 

After I let my guard down, and we (my supervising attorney and I) answered all of his legal questions, I was left alone with him and we just started talking about random things to break the ice. We talked about books he liked to read, activities he enjoyed and even radio stations that he listened to. He encouraged me about taking the bar and told me just to give it my all, and I told him I would pray for him in which he gave his thanks. He continuously thanked me for doing the majority of the “grunt” work for his case and assured me that I was vital to its success even though my name would not appear on his appeal.

Sitting there with him, I realized that I am truly blessed. I get bogged down with my expenses, tuition, class work and being a single mother to a nine-year-old. But sitting next to him, I realized that even though my life is hectic as can be for any twenty-four year old, I have the freedom to do as I please and I am blessed to be able to do so. Meeting him as well as another inmate opened my eyes to realize no matter how stressed I am, I can easily be in a worse situation. For instance, this man had never seen me, but he was so excited to have a visitor and the idea of just receiving a $2.50 sandwich from the vending machine could have easily made his entire month. 

This was a very humbling experience that I will take with me throughout my life. I believe all of the interns grew and matured as persons and it literally placed a face on the work we do for TDS.  It also gave me insight on how the Death Penalty is truly unjust. This man, although he was somewhat present at the scene, did not physically commit the murder but because of the “law of parties” he can also gain the death penalty under Texas Law. Another inmate that we visited had severe mental illnesses, yet he was given the death penalty. His hallucinations were visible during our visit, yet he was grateful for our visit and showed such appreciation. The visit and working with the TDS re-emphasized the lesson of basic humanity, that although these people did horrific things in which they should be punished, they should not have their lives taken away from them because of their previous horrific mistakes. I have taken away many lifelong lessons while working with the TDS, but none more pivotal then driving up to Polunsky and meeting an inmate that is condemned to death. That visit emphasized the importance of the work that the TDS diligently provides everyday to the inmates at Polunsky, and their zealousness, faith, and hope of creating a more fair justice system for all.  
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