THURSDAY

aco Tribune-

=)

A

erald

April 10, 2008

Single copy 50 cents

SWC stars
cheer news

of league’s
exhibit

SMU’s Jerry
LeVias (above)
and a who's who
of ex-Southwest
Conference stars
celebrated the
Texas Sports Hall
of Fame’s plans
to build a new
wing dedicated
to preserving the
league’s history.

SPORTS, 1D

Bus driver
suspended

Marlin erhanl
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Joby Allen Graf (left) was

9 years old and his broth-
_er Jason Cory Graf was

8 in August 1986, when

they died in a fire in a

storage shed behind the

family’s home in Hewitt.
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Baylor law students
review one of Waco’s
‘most infamous cases

By Cindy V. Culp
Tribune-Herald staff writer

A local attorney has launched an innocence
project at Baylor University, choosing one of
the most gripping cases in McLennan Coun-

ty history as the
group’s first assign-
ment.

Since February,

 Walter M. Reaves

Jr, and three Bay-
lor Law School
students have been
poring over evi-
dence from the 1988
trial of Ed Graf.
The Hewitt resi-
dent was convicted
of killing his two
stepsons by burn-
ing them alive in
a storage shed be-
hind their home.

Local attorney Wal-
ter M. Reaves Ir. has
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“l think we're going to be
able to show (the fire) was not
intentionally set,” said Reaves,
whose group is not affiliated
with The Innocence Project, a
mational organization dedicated
to freeing wrongfully convieted
people through DNA testing,
and to reforming the criminal
justice system.

Reaves said he has wanted
to get a local innocence project
going for several years. Several
dozen universities across the
country have such projects.

The timing worked out this
year because of a new emphasis
the law school has put on find-
ing opportunities for students
to do pro bono work in the com-
munity. The innocence project
is a good addition to that ef-
fort, said associate dean Leah
Jackson.

“We're excited about giving
our students opportunities to
work with real lawyers who do
real work,” Jackson said, “The
fact that injustice may have
been involved in the situation
and that they might be finally
righting it obviously excited us
from a couple of angles,”

So far the students have been
learning about fire science .
and reading trial teshmony !
from the case. They meet.: w%q
Reaves once a week and are eli-
gible to receive academie credit
for their work. But the students
said they signed up for the proj-
ect simply because they're in-
terested in criminal law.

Rachel Sonstein, who will
graduate in August, said she
has enjoyed learning how to ar-
ticulate the details of something
she previously knew nothing
about — in this case, fire sci-
ence. That skill is sure to be
useful in her career, she said.

Tray Gober, another third-
year student, said his favorite
part of the project has been
digging up old documents and
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Baylor Law School students Rachel Sonstein (left) and Tray Gober are working with local
attorney Walter M. Reaves Jr. to review evidence in the 1988 trial of Ed Graf.

other information related to
the case,

“I like the detective part of
it,” he said.

Eventually, Reaves said, he
hopes the Baylor project grows
enough so that students can
handle cases from start to fin-

ish. That would mean screening

letters from prisoners and their

fapnlies and choosmg whlch‘_

ones have merit,

i mam thn igh, Reaves sa1d

‘he wanted to use a case he had
already done some work omn.
The Graf case fit the bill be-
cause he has previously looked
at the fire science pivotal in the
conviction. Many of the tech-
niques used by fire investiga-
tors at the time have since been
disproved, he said. As a result,
the outcomes of arson murder
cases as a whole are being ques-
tioned.

Reaves previously worked on
the case of Corsicana resident
Cameron Todd Willingham, He
was executed in February 2004
after being convicted of setting
a 1991 fire that killed his three

young daughters,

Reaves said the Graf case of-
fers as good an opportunity as
students will get to prove in-
nocence. Most of the cases in
which DNA testing could set
someone free have already been
identified, he said. :

The next frontier of exonera-
tions will be in cases that in-
volved “Junk science,” Reaves

‘predloted The faulty methods
used in. arson investigations

‘make them a prime place to

start.

Plus, the Innocence Project,
the national litigation and pub-
lic policy organization dedi-
cated to exonerating wrong-
fully convicted people, has
established an arson review
board made up of the top five
arson experts in the nation. If
the board examines a case and
determines a fire was not in-
tentionally set, that's about as
close to ironclad exoneration

as someone can get outside of

DNA, Reaves said.
Reaves said he hopes the re-

view board will agree to look

FLIGHTS

From Page 1A

in Chicago.
Cancellations threw a wrench

moving on to her destination.
“Tt was 17 hours and $1,750,”
said Blake, who declined a seat.
Bill Petty, a Baylor Universi-
ty finance professor, was bound
for St. Louis on Wednesday and
hoped to escape any problems.
He said he chatted with an-

after admitting inspectors were
too lax last year with Southwest
Airlines.

This week, FAA inspectors
looked at 19 of American’s
planes and found that 15 vio-
lated regulations on bundling
of w1res m the wheel well, said

LSRR & S

at the Graf case. Beyond the fire

investigation, though, he ac-
knowledges circumstantial evi-
dence in the case might be hard
for some people to dismiss.
For example, the boys’ moth-
er testified Graf put off shop-
ping for the boys’ school clothes
the August they died. When
they finally went shopping,
Graf insisted the tags be left on

the clothing until school start-
ed and that the boys keep the
receipts. After the fire, he re-
turned the clothes to the store
even though she told him she
wanted to save them, she told
the jury.

Another detail brought out
during trial was that Graf sup-
posedly told his wife when she
got to the house that day that
they had lost both boys. At that
point, officials said they had told
him only of finding one body.

Deciding someone’s guilt on
such measures is not prudent,
Reaves said. Once someone is
painted as a criminal, almost
any action they take can be
construed to fit that theory, he

] said, even though there may be

innocent explanations for it.

Reaves also said there was
no direct evidence linking Graf
to the erime. Although he was
home at the time of the fire, no
one saw him go out to the shed
that day and no physical evi-
dence was found tying him to
the crime.

The group hasn’t gotten far
enough in its work to make a
final determination about what
likely happened, Reaves said.
But the most logical explana-
tion based on what he has seen
so far is that the fire was ac-
cidentally set by the boys, he
said.

Reaves points to court testi-
mony that the boys had played

with matches and lit cigarettes
before. At the time of the fire,
Joby Allen Graf was 9 and Ja-
son Cory Graf was 8.

Both died from smoke inha-
lation and severe burns. Their
bodies were found in a storage
shed behind the family’s house
on Angel Fire Drive in Hewitt.
The state fire marshal’s office in-
vestigator later said he believed
at least two of the shed’s three
locks were bolted at the time of
the fire in late August 1986.

Former McLennan County
District Attorney Vic Feazell,
who prosecuted the case, said
he has no doubt Graf set the
fire. Although much of the evi-
dence was circumstantial, it
was a strong case.

“The jury convicted him,” he
said. “They heard all the evi-
dence.”

Whatever happens Reaves
said, he feels a moral respon-
sibility to work on it and other
potential wrongful convictions.
He said he believes the biblical
edict that people will be judged
by how they treat the “least
among us.” ,

Prisoners certainly fall into
that category, he said.

“I don't want to be in a po-
sition of explaining (to God)
why I didn’t help someone out
when they dropped in my lap,”
he said.

cculp@wacotrib.com
757-5744
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