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“I allowed myself to become convinced 
that if we just found the truth, everything 
would work out right,” says Swanson. Pro-
cedural rules are needed to guarantee that 
appeals don’t clog the courts, she says. “But 
a flat refusal to even consider new evidence—
particularly evidence obtained in the manner 
ours was—is wrong and unjust.”

“I work more hours as a teacher than I 
did as a lawyer, and I make a tiny fraction 
of the pay,” Swanson says. “But I see the 
impact every day. Good intentions bring 
good results almost without exception.”

Carl Huff, Owen Barber’s former cell-
mate, says that when state officials learned 
of his involvement in the case, guards 
punished him for trumped-up rules in-
fractions—harassment they said would 
end if he disavowed his affidavit. During 
a pat-down for contraband, he claims, a 
guard squeezed his testicles and said, “You 
should take that advice I gave you. I’d hate 
to see some misfortune come to you.”

After Huff lodged complaints through 
a lawyer, he was transferred to Greens-
ville Correctional Center near the North 
Carolina border. “Right now,” he says, “I 
am the only person who’s been willing to 
stand up with the truth and say, ‘I know 
what happened.’ ” 

After Barber backed away from his 
recantation, Huff wrote his former cell-

mate a long letter trying to persuade him 
to stay the course.

“I love you like a brother, Owen,” he 
wrote, “and I respect the courage and 
strength you’ve exhibited in this situation 
so far and don’t think that you should give 
up on this after coming this far to do what’s 
necessary to correct this wrong. . . .

“Don’t sacrifice a life you know doesn’t 
deserve to be given up on.”

Barber, Huff says, didn’t respond.

At the Sussex prison, the one-hour visit 
with Justin Wolfe that prison officials have 
allowed a reporter is almost over. Wolfe 
drains the soda he’s been sipping.

“I feel like it’s going to come out all 
right,” he says. “How, I don’t know. That’s 
just the way I have to be because it’s easier 
on my family, and I have to make sure that 
it’s as easy on them as possible.”

Terri Steinberg, Wolfe’s mother, visits 
him every other weekend and talks to him 
on the phone. “We talk about TV pro-
grams, football, and the kids—who’s do-
ing what,” she says. “We don’t talk about 
how he’s coping. Maybe a word here and 
there. But for the most part, we don’t go 
to that place because it’s too hard.”

Since the US Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of capital punishment in 
1976, Virginia has executed 102 inmates, 
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second only to 429 put to death in Texas. De-
fendants in Virginia capital cases are executed, 
on average, about six years after conviction—
faster than in any other state and more than 
twice as fast as the national average.

Wolfe has seen 16 men leave death row at 
Sussex for the trip to Greensville, where exe-
cutions take place. He’s been on “the row,” 
as it’s called, longer than all but 4 of the 15 
other inmates there. In the cell next door is 
sniper John Muhammad. Wolfe plays chess 
with Ricky Gray, convicted of murdering 
a Richmond family of four found beaten, 
slashed, and bound in the basement of their 
burning home.

He says he’s not bitter. John Partridge, 
his original trial attorney, did the best he 
could, Wolfe says. The jurors did what they 
thought was right.

And Owen Barber? “I’ve got to be some-
what mad at him,” Wolfe says, “but what do 
you do? He was trying to save his own life.”

Looking back, Wolfe blames himself 
for the outcome of his trial: “I should 
have learned these laws. I could have 
read a law book. Instead I just sat back 
and trusted everybody.”� W


