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I was watching TV when the phone call came.  

“Hey, it's Sahil. Do you have a second to talk?” Sahil was a childhood friend a few years older 

than me. While his parents and my mother had been friends for decades, he’d never called before. Why 

now? He lived too far away to see regularly, and we’d drifted apart over the years. I couldn't even 

remember the last time I’d seen him. 

“Sure,” I said. “What's up?”

“Have you heard of Troy Davis?”

“I haven’t.”

“He's an inmate on Georgia's death row, convicted of killing a cop in Savannah. There's a lot of 

evidence that he's innocent. I've been working on the case at Amnesty International for a while, and I 

visited Troy on death row. He’ll be executed in a couple of weeks, so I've been calling everyone I know

to get them involved before it's too late.” 

I handed the phone to my mother and drifted away from the call. Plenty of death row inmates 

preached their innocence to all who’d listen. Surely, after decades of trial and appeal, the man's 

innocence would have come to light. If he could lose in court time and time again, he must have been 

guilty. Far more likely that Troy Davis was lying than to have a faulty trial and faulty appeals. I 

shrugged it off and retreated to the bedroom to stupefy my mind with television. 

But the topic resurfaced on the ride home from school a few days later. 

“Remember what Sahil was saying, about Troy Davis?” my mother asked. The car remained motionless

in Alpharetta's rush-hour traffic. Her voice was somber, carrying a heavy weight. “I've been researching

the case online. There are serious problems. Sahil was right.” 

A Google search revealed Troy Davis was a black man convicted in 1991 of the 1989 murder of

a white Savannah police officer, Mark MacPhail. His conviction rested primarily on nine eyewitness 

testimonies. Seven of those nine had recanted or altered their testimony, citing police coercion and 

intimidation. There was no physical evidence, no gun, and no DNA. It all sounded convincing on the 

surface. But if the evidence were as strong as Davis supporters claimed, why hadn't the courts ordered a

new trial? The claims Davis made of mistaken identity, shoddy evidence, witness tampering, a rushed 

and sub-par investigation, and a systematic denial of appeals on technicalities implied a legal system so



brazenly unjust that they had to be false. Even Georgia, with its troubled history of segregation, 

lynchings, and race riots, couldn’t be so perverse. Not in 2008. 

As I read through articles, one fact stood out: Georgia set the execution for September 23, 2008,

but the Supreme Court was reportedly due to examine the case on September 29. 

Why? The state had intentionally set an execution date days before the highest court in the country was 

to review the case. Troy Davis had been on death row for nearly two decades. What difference would a 

few more weeks make? 

These questions brewed in my mind at school the next day. If the Supreme Court was going to 

review the case just six days later, if Troy Davis had already been on death row for seventeen years, if 

Georgia was so confident the evidence against Troy Davis was ironclad enough to kill him, why 

couldn't they wait? There was no logical explanation for the state's actions. Except . . . except that they 

wanted to kill Troy Davis before others could examine his case. But why should they care if others 

examine his case? They would only care if there was a chance they were wrong. 

Could he really be innocent? And could that really happen here, in America? The justice system 

was a seamless machine—impartial, unemotional, and unerring. The machine's input was the accused. 

There were two streams of output: the innocent, quickly and efficiently released; and the guilty, made 

to meet the highest bar of innocence until proven guilty and swiftly given a punishment fitting of the 

crime. Why would the machine operate like this? I struggled through my disbelief and confusion but 

couldn’t find answers.

In school we were always told the self-congratulatory story of the American system of justice, 

infused with lessons from the struggle for independence from the United Kingdom. The flagrant British

disregard for basic liberties convinced our founders to secure the right to a trial by jury, a doctrine of 

innocent until proven guilty, and a system of appeals—safeguards we were told helped make us the 

greatest and freest nation in the world. The lynchings and segregation and race riots here in Georgia 

were now just fading words in textbooks. Those kinds of things didn't happen anymore. We’d moved 

past them as a nation. America today was the land of the free, and the American legal system the envy 

of the world. We didn't execute innocent people. 

Besides, if someone committed a truly heinous crime, if they raped and tortured and gleefully 

killed innocent people, they didn't deserve to live. The death penalty was the product of an implied 

social contract, a contract murderers violated. In doing so they forfeited their right to life, and their 

execution was morally justified. Perhaps it was a strange way for a fifteen-year-old to think, but how 

else could I reconcile the senselessness of murder with my belief that we were governed by cold, 

unerring logic?



The state motto—Wisdom, Justice, and Moderation—now seemed more a hollow, mocking 

reminder of what we really were than a declaration of what we aspired to be. Did we live in a world 

where we killed people for the sake of finality and call it justice?


