
Tucker, Karla Faye (1959–1998)
Karla Faye Tucker was convicted and sentenced to death in Texas in 1983 for the murders of her ex-lover, Jerry
Lynn Dean, and his companion, Deborah Thornton. Tucker's case sparked a worldwide debate regarding
clemency and the death penalty, women and capital punishment, religious conversion in prison,
rehabilitation, and retribution.

Karla Faye Tucker's life history resembles that of many women who come into conflict with the law. She dropped
out of school before completing grade seven and worked as a prostitute until a few months before the murders.
Drugs were a prominent feature of her life prior to her incarceration. According to Tucker, she was injecting
heroin by the age of 11 and was never without drugs from age 10 until four months before her 24th birthday,
when she was inca cerated. She claimed that she had been on a three-day drug and alcohol binge prior to the
murders.

THE INCIDENT

On June 13, 1983, in Houston, Texas, Tucker and her boyfriend at the time, Daniel Ryan Garrett, broke into
Jerry Lynn Dean's apartment with the intention of stealing his motorcycle. Dean was asleep on a mattress on the
floor, and Tucker immediately sat on him and woke him. She wrestled with him until Garrett intervened by
hitting Dean over the head with a hammer. Tucker turned on the lights and saw Dean lying face down on the
mattress. Tucker then struck Dean with a pickaxe more than 20 times in the back. It was then that Tucker
noticed someone else was beneath the bed covers. Realizing that Deborah Thornton was lying next to Dean,
Tucker turned the pickaxe on her. At the murder scene, investigators found the pickax still embedded in
Thornton's chest.

Following the murders, Tucker and Garrett resumed their daily lives in Houston and occasionally boasted about
what they had done. Eight months later, they were turned in to police by Daniel Garrett's brother, Doug. Doug
Garrett had tape-recorded Tucker saying that she had been sexually aroused every time she swung the axe that
killed Jerry Lynn Dean. She later recanted that statement, saying she had only spoken that way to impress him.
Both Tucker and Garrett were convicted and sentenced to death. Garrett died in prison of liver disease in 1993.

LIFE IN PRISON

Tucker became a Christian soon after she was imprisoned. Following her participation in a prison ministry
program, she read the Bible for the first time and, she claimed, realized the full impact of her actions and
immediately began to repent. During her 14 years on death row, she passionately embraced Christianity and
hoped to share her newfound beliefs with other prisoners. In 1995, Tucker married (by proxy) a prison ministry
worker, Dana Brown. In television interviews, the articulate, born-again Christian appeared to be a gentle
woman who had been transformed and rehabilitated.

PLEAS TO SAVE HER LIFE

As Tucker's execution date neared, many who had previously been considered staunch supporters of capital
punishment, including prominent figures from the religious right, called for the commutation of her sentence
because of her religious conversion and repentance. Tucker's case also attracted support from human rights
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groups, anti-death penalty groups, feminist organizations, and thousands of individuals, including Pope John
Paul II, the Reverend Pat Robertson, Bianca Jagger (representing Amnesty International), and even some
relatives of Tucker's victims. Hundreds gathered outside Tucker's prison to protest her execution. Her cause also
attracted support from around the world, with appeals for clemency from the United Nations and the European
Parliament. Her supporters claimed that Tucker, then 38, was not the same woman who had committed the
brutal murders nearly 15 years earlier. Aside from her conversion to Christianity, her apparent rehabilitation and
her virtually spotless disciplinary record in prison convinced supporters that she should be spared the death
penalty. Tucker tried to convince key government figures that she was no longer a threat to society. She sent a
letter to then-Texas Governor George W. Bush and the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles to plead that her
death sentence be commuted to life in prison. Tucker also appeared on national television from the Mountain
View Prison in Gatesville, Texas, where she was being held, to try to gain public support for her cause.

Throughout the debate, Tucker's detractors, including Texas officials, argued that her repentance should not
entitle her to special consideration. They claimed that numerous inmates experience similar religious
conversions, and they argued that such a conversion is not a legitimate basis for a pardon from the death
penalty. Tucker's critics noted that if her sentence were to be commuted to life, she could have been eligible for
parole five years later.

CONCLUSION

Tucker's case drew an unusual amount of attention and sympathy, and many argued that it was because of her
gender. Tucker claimed the opposite, indicating that the gender issue was forcing officials to use her case to set
an example, demonstrating that Texas would not allow a woman to be spared the death penalty.

On February 2, 1998, the eve of Tucker's execution, in a vote of 16–0, the Texas Board of Pardons and  Paroles
rejected her request to have her death sentence changed to life in prison. Tucker's last chance to avoid the
death penalty lay with the U.S. Supreme Court, which considered her petition for a stay of execution and
denied the request. On February 3, 1998, Karla Faye Tucker was executed by lethal injection. She became the
first woman to be executed in Texas since 1863 and in the United States since 1984. The controversy
surrounding her execution rages on.

—Myriam Denov
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