A Police Officer's Perspective

by Sgt. Buddy Williams, Publisher

He was young when he did it.

On that day in 1981, Robert West had not yet reached his twenty-first birthday so he was more child than man.  But, since puberty, a child that had spent more time behind bars than in freedom. 

According to investigators he knew his victim.  She was young too.  Twenty-two year old DeAnn Klaus, who worked as a waitress at the daily rate motel where she and West lived, and where he killed her.

When the police arrived they found her partially clothed body, bound, and savagely beaten with a wooden club.  The club broke in two during the beating and West impaled young Klaus in the back with the splintered end.  The killing device was still protruding from next to her spine when her body was discovered.

West was arrested in his room thirty minutes after the police arrived, covered in DeAnn's blood.  He was still high on PCP as he explained that he killed her in retribution for what he thought was her involvement in the recent death of a friend.

As capital murders go, this one was fairly routine for a big city.  Drug induced, passion related, easily solved, and efficiently prosecuted.  Robert West was executed for this murder shortly after 6:00 PM, on July 29, 1997 after spending sixteen years on death row, and I witnessed it.  

My presence there had nothing to do with my being a twenty three year Houston Police Officer, but to my reputation as a police journalist for the past twenty years and publisher of The BLUES Police Newspaper.  I argued that it was my intention to inform my fellow officers as to the reality of an execution.  Outside of a select few state peace officers who are required to attend by law, almost no local police officers gain the opportunity to witness our state's maximum punishment first hand.

Texas executions take place in The Walls Unit situated directly behind the TDCJ administration at 815 Eleventh St., in Huntsville.  Fairly recent laws allow TDCJ to carry out these sentences at 6:00 PM instead of traditionally midnight.  The execution chamber itself is only a few dozen short steps from an entrance gate to the unit itself.  So close to freedom, but so very far.

I joined the four other media representatives invited to attend the execution at 5:00 PM in a room set aside for us in the Administration building.  The law limits the media to a representative of the Associated Press (AP), one to represent the United Press

 International (UPI), and very few others, selected by rotation.  The AP and UPI journalists in attendance were veterans at this, having jointly witnessed almost 200 executions.   A third always represents the Huntsville Item and the fourth journalist was a young lady with a large radio station and this was her first execution.  She and I seemed to be the only ones a little nervous, but she, like I, had requested to be there.  She, I decided, would be fine.  I was right.

We passed the time waiting by reviewing the press packets TDCJ handed out and watching the clock.  Small talk about each other's jobs filled in the breaks, but no one discussed their feelings on capital punishment.  I was curious about that.

When six o'clock arrived and we had not yet been notified, the UPI representative left our little room to ask about the delay.  He was informed that the delay was due to an Austin district court reviewing the case.  For a fleeting moment I felt disappointment, but then wondered what West must be feeling.  I assumed he was grasping at hope, but I later learned he was probably not. 

Fifteen minutes later, the AP representative, glanced out the window that overlooked the entrance gate to the Walls unit we would later enter through and said, "There go the witnesses, looks like we have a go."  The execution was back on and my stomach churned a little.  I have seen death many times over the years.  They were usually victims of crime, or tragic accidents.  Sometimes they were criminals themselves, victims of each other, or by the hand of those acting in self defense.  But never have I had time to contemplate the time, place and manner of the intentional death of another person.  It was a sobering moment.

When a staff member came to the room to accompany us to the death chamber, everyone gathered their notepads and respectfully followed him across the private street that separated the Walls unit from the administrative building.   Here we were met by stone f

aced, gray uniformed prison guards that lined the short sidewalk from the gate to the door of the visitors building which housed the death chamber.

Once inside, we were halted to empty our pockets and be searched.  The grizzled guard who searched me knew his business.  I have never frisked one of my prisoners as well as he searched me.

Afterwards we were led to the narrow visiting area and paused again.  Down the way I could see a small knot of people also waiting outside the death chamber viewing room.  I was told they were members of the victim's family.  During this time West was being walked into the death chamber, strapped to a gurney and I.V.s were being affixed to both arms.

I again wondered what he was thinking.  I hoped he was thinking how wrong he was.  I hoped he was thinking how sorry he was.  I hoped everyone was thinking how he deserved this.  I was thinking of the victim and those sad people waiting a ways down from me.

When we entered the observation room, the first thing I was struck by was the smallness of it.  The room was not much bigger than a large elevator, like the ones in hospitals used to transport gurneys.  On the other side of one of the walls was an identical 'elevator room' in which the family of the condemned were ushered into.  The victim's and the condemned's families were thus separated.  One end of each room was windowed with bars on the other side of the window.  The victims family, which preceded us into the room were pressed against it, their arms around each other.  West had no family members present but three of his friends did attend. 

Through the barred window we could see that the death chamber itself was painted bright blue, and even smaller than the observation room with just enough room on both sides of the gurney to walk by.

Three feet on the other side of the windows lay Robert West, with his head directly in front of the victim's family window.

I was able to peer over the shoulders of those in front of me to see West.  He lay on the gurney, dressed in prison whites, and had a mustache and short goatee.  His hair was tousled, I thought not unlike the mug photo taken when he was first arrested.  Standing near his head was the warden and directly above West's head hung a microphone.

A few seconds later a door opened inside the death chamber and a man said simply, "Warden, you may proceed."

The Warden asked West, "Do you have any last words?"

West turned his head towards the victim's family window, and said calmly and without emotion, "I would like to apologize for all of the pain and suffering I put you all through.  I hope this will give you closure now and later on down the road."  I couldn't tell if he was sincere, and the victim's family did not care.

Then he turned his head towards the other window behind which were apparently his last two friends in the world, and said, "Bob, I appreciate you coming.  Stacy and Jess,  I'll wait for you."

He then turned to stare at the ceiling and said, "OK, that's it."

The first of the three fluids that would end his life was then administered from an adjacent room.  It was a lethal dose of Sodium Thiopental, quickly followed by a muscle relaxer and a third element that would stop West's heart.

I noticed the victim's family, who eyes never left West, were still clutching each other.  Even closure, it seemed, was emotional for them as their thoughts, I'm sure, we only for their missing loved one.  Long, uncomfortable seconds followed his last words before he closed his eyes, which never strayed from the ceiling.  I couldn't help wondering how long it would take.  

It didn't take long.  Less than four minutes after the lethal dose was administered, West closed his eyes, a second or two later, he seemed to take a short, quick breath and then lay still.  The color quickly drained from his face.  A  minute or two later,a physician approached West's body, and after examining him, said simply, "Six forty one", officially proclaiming the time of his death.

Our small group quickly and silently left the observation room and walked back across the interior street towards the administration building.  I couldn't help but notice a small gathering of sign bearing protesters at the end of the small street, using a l

oud speaker to bemoan capital punishment.

We arrived back in the media room and silently gathered our possessions and waited for the press conference.

My thoughts on the process?  Witnessing an execution is an unpleasant experience, as it should be for any right thinking human being.  Texas executions are sterile, humane, businesslike, methodical, and inevitable, conducted by consummate professionals who,

 I am certain, don't enjoy doing it, but like police officers ourselves, do their job to the best of their ability.  Robert West was the 25th death row inmate to be executed in Texas in 1997, and he will not be the last.

Arguments are made that executions are not a deterrent to capital murder.  Most police officers agree.  Few are the murderers who anticipate being caught for their crime, much less executed for it.  However, it can also be argued that once executed, that murderer will never kill again, and statistics prove most would have.  Our species has used executions to cleanse society of it's psychopaths for millennium and Texans are not reluctant to continue that heritage.    

Also, and maybe this is a police thing, but the victim's survivors are a major consideration.  Even if revenge is a factor, their pain and desires must be considered.  King Solomon once said, "Justice will only be achieved when those who are not injured by crime become as indignant as those who are

