


Can a “non-Fiction” book be a 
“real page turner” and remain 
“non-Fiction”?

Does the Author have any 
responsibilities?

Do the readers have any 
responsibilities?

The Book,  “ The Innocent 
Man”



Place:  Ada, Oklahoma - - Pontotoc County

Small town of about 16,000
Home of East Central University – 4,000 students
Part of the “Bible Belt” area

Night Clubs are on the outskirts of town

The Scene
The Coach light  - - a local night spot – not “high Class”

The Victim - Debbie Carter, 21, Cocktail Waitress at the 
Coach light - - Lived by herself in a 3-room apartment  above 
a garage.



1982- - The Crime  - - December 7 and 8

Debbie Carter was working at the Coach light - has an encounter with Glen Gore.

12:30 AM she leaves the Coach light - seen talking to Gore. 

Ron West drops Glen Gore off about a mile from Debbie Carter’s place.

2:30 AM Debbie Carter calls Gina Vietta about a visitor that she was uncomfortable with, 
but  refused to name the person. 

11:00 AM Donna Johnson, a friend, discovers the body, then runs and calls Debbie's 
mother.  

Debbie's  father races over and enters the crime scene  and finds Debbie dead.  

Then, the Police are called.

The Detectives - Denis Smith and Gary Rogers begin the Investigation

Ron Williamson’s named as vaguely involved mentioned by a former cell mate.



Ronald Keith Williamson, Born February 3, 1953 in  Ada, Oklahoma

Baseball Player - Bats Left, Throws Right

1971 Picked by the Oakland Athletics, and started in the minors 

1972 season  was good, 1973 seasons was rotten. 

Williamson's life went into drugs, alcohol, and mental illness - -

Williamson spends time in Jail, is charged twice with rape. 

1982 Debbie Carter murdered

Williamson’s life continues with drugs, alcohol, mental illness,
and some jail time. 



Ron interviewed on several occasions

Fritz named as a know associate of Ron

Fritz tells police about a near rape involving he and Ron

Williamson and Fritz fail polygraph tests

Glen Gore interviewed and said that he had seen Williamson near the Bar.  Never again 
any reason to be considered a suspect, until……..

Hair samples from Williamson and Fritz determined to be “microscopically consistent” with 
hair from crime scene.

A woman, Andrea Hardcastle, tells of a harrowing ordeal with Williamson

Jail Inmates agree to testify about hearing of the involvement of Williamson and Fritz in the 
murder



1987 Ron Williamson arrested for murder along with Denis Fritz

1988 Ron Williamson tried and found guilty, and sentenced to death in 1988.

1988 Denis Fritz Tried and found guilty, and given life.  

William Peterson is the District Attorney and Prosecutor  for both trials

1997 William Peterson  starts the DNA process

1999 After, Williamson  receives a last-minute stay of execution, 5 days before his 
scheduled execution.



Ron Williamson and Denis Fritz hearing news of case 

dismissal

1999 DNA results conclusively excluded both men as the source of the semen 

found in the victim's body, and 

After 11 years on death row, Williamson & Fritz cleared by DNA testing, and set 

free. 



The Frontline Story



Williamson and Fritz  law suits are settled for undisclosed amounts

Williamson drifts around, spends some time with his sister,  and abusing 
alcohol file

2004 Ron Williamson died in a nursing home of cirrhosis five years after 
being freed.

His obituary published in the New York Times



Author John Grisham”

2004 - - Author John Grisham reads William’s obituary in The New York Times

and made him the subject of his first “non-fiction+ book, 

The Innocent Man, published in 2006.



The Book Trailer









The Author’s Interview - - Comments



William Peterson

1988 He was the District Attorney who prosecuted 
Dennis Fritz and Ron Williamson. 

1990 Named Outstanding District Attorney, 

Started the first rural Victim Witness Center, 
Helped start the first rural Drug Court in Oklahoma
Helped development of a new Domestic Violence Court. 
Supported internship programs.

2006 Became the subject of much controversy after  the 
release of Grisham’s book

2008, retired after 27 years as DA for the 22nd district of 
Oklahoma. 







Bill's first letter to John Grisham (includes 1997 DNA notice & motion and 

Wall Street Journal Article).









William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Grisham leaves out other very important facts which give a completely different 
meaning to what happened and when.  

Grisham misrepresented how the DNA testing came about in 1997 before Mr. 
Scheck’s involvement in this case. 

Grisham sets out certain facts and events, without saying when they occurred, 
and uses these facts to criticize Peterson’s actions. 

Grisham did not interview any law enforcement officers involved in the case, and 
only interviewed Peterson for thirty minutes



William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Grisham implies that  Glen Gore should have been a suspect in Carter’s 
murderer, since he was a thug and a known criminal.  

In 1982, Gore’s record included an arrest for DUI and resisting arrest, one assault 
and battery charge, and one misdemeanor charge.  

In 1982, Williamson’s record was much worse, and included two rape charges.

Gore’s charges for violence towards women occurred in 1986 and 1987. 

Glen Gore was the murder - - it was confirmed after Williamson and Fritz 

were released.



William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Barney Ward – Williams Defense Attorney

Grisham portrayed him as “past his prime.”

During the Williamson trial, he would have been in his mid to late fifties.

Barney Ward died in 2005 in his mid to late seventies.   



William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Williamson’s incompetence

Being criminally insane and being incompetent to stand trial are completely different.  

Competency to stand trial is whether you can understand the nature of the charges against 
you, and are you capable of assisting your counsel in your defense.  

Criminal insanity is where you admit that you committed the crime, but were insane at the 
time.   Being “crazy” is not being “criminally insane.”



William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Hair analysis

Grisham contended that microscopic hair analysis had been known to be unreliable 
long before the prosecution of Fritz and Williamson.  

In the early eighties, hair identification was considered state of the art.  

The defense hired a hair analysis expert, Mr. Bisbing, to redo hair analysis, not to 
refute the science as unreliable. 

When Grisham wrote his book, hair analysis was passé. 



William N. Peterson District Attorney - Comments 

Williamson within 5 days of execution

The setting of an execution date is used by the Attorney General’s office not to have an 
execution, but to force the appeal.  

This is exactly what happened in this case.    

In Grisham’s book - - - William’s attorney said, “Look, they’re not going to execute you, 
okay?   But I’m not going to file an appeal until the last minute.  That’s the way we do 
things, so the federal judge has no choice but to give you a stay.”



Comments from Denis Fritz - - Regarding his book



The Suit  filed: Tuesday, October 2, 2007

Plaintiffs: Pontotoc County District Attorney Bill Peterson and Gary Rogers, a 
former OBI agent. 

Defendants:  
John Grisham, author of "The Innocent Man", 
Robert Mayer, author of "The Dreams of Ada", 
Dennis Fritz, author of "Journey Toward Justice“,  (one of the innocent men)
their publishers, and 
Barry Scheck, co-director of The Innocence Project.

Damages:  at least $75,000 compensation and demands a jury trial. 



The Claims: Part of the lawsuit claims:

The defendants conspired to commit libel against the plaintiffs and intentionally inflicted 
emotional distress upon them. 

The defendants used speeches, interviews and simultaneously published three books 
in October of 2006.

The Innocent Man contains false and malicious statements, knowingly and recklessly 
made to cause harm to the plaintiffs.

Grisham, in a September 2006 speech, referred to Peterson as "the number one bad 
guy in this book."



Petersons Attorney stated:

The lawsuit was filed because what was supposed to be a nonfiction book was turned 
into more of a fiction book.

Parts of the evidence that would put a totally different light on Bill Peterson was 
omitted.

The Grisham book contains many, errors, inconsistencies, misrepresentations, 
invented dialogues, speculations, event sequences taken out of order, and assertions 
as to who or what should have or could have been know.

It's probably somewhat difficult for someone to write fiction for years and then write 
nonfiction.

Particularly if they have a motive in mind, which we believe the evidence will show, to 
impact the issue of the death sentence.



Request for Dismissal: November 29, 2007

Author John Grisham asked an Oklahoma federal court to dismiss a libel lawsuit

Claims for dismissal:

Grisham’s book is core political speech protected by the First Amendment and 
representing the highest order of public service by raising awareness about important 
social and political issues and bringing to light issues of public concern about the 
performance by government officials of their public duties.

Long-established Oklahoma law forecloses any civil liability for criticism of the acts of 
public officials, except for any statement that “falsely imputes crime to the officer so 
criticized.”

Grisham’s book amounts to constitutionally protected opinion



How do you think the case 

was decided?



The Dismissal: September 18th, 2008 
Federal Judge Dismisses Libel Lawsuit Against John Grisham

What the Judgment said about free speech and criticism of public officials

Where life and liberty are at stake, the chilling effect of litigation decisively outweigh any 
potential harm caused by caustic statements critical of government officials. 

For the public officials involved, public criticism is a small price to pay in order to protect 
and preserve the first amendment freedoms of expression. 

While the plaintiffs may feel the sting of criticism, because of the constitutionality of 
political speech, they do not plausibly assert any statement entitling them to relief. 

The tone of The Innocent Man, by John Grisham, is one of righteous indignation toward 
the unfairness in the criminal  justice system and the death penalty.  

The plaintiffs allege that the defamatory attacks are motivated by the defendants’ desire 
to “further efforts to abolish the Death Penalty.”



The Dismissal: September 18th, 2008 
Federal Judge Dismisses Libel Lawsuit Against John Grisham

What the Judgment said about the Responsibility of the readers –

Where the genre of a book is criminal justice non-fiction and the author’s tone is one of 
moral outrage and takes a position critical of the public officials involved, ---

the reader is put on notice to expect imaginative expression, rhetorical hyperbole, 
exaggeration, speculation and personal judgment by the author. 

In other words, the reasonable reader is notified by the subject, format and tone of the 
book to expect a substantially true, yet biased account.

In this regard, this court’s reasoning is that these books concerning our criminal justice 
system garner the highest federal and state constitutional protection because they are 
rationally connected to the authors’ quest for political change. They are political speech



The Dismissal: September 18th, 2008 
Federal Judge Dismisses Libel Lawsuit Against John Grisham

Books have been published and speeches/interviews have been
given about this case and about death penalty litigation and its aftermath. 

Those books and those speeches/interviews have in turn given rise to the present 
lawsuit. 

The present lawsuit has prompted motions to dismiss for failure to state a claim.

What two words best describe a claim for money damages by government 

officials against authors and publishers of books describing purported 

prosecutorial misconduct? 

Answer: Not plausible.



Request for Reinstatement: November 8, 2008

Plaintiffs ask court to reinstate Grisham suit

Plaintiffs in a libel lawsuit filed against best-selling author John 
Grisham are asking a federal appeals court to reinstate their case.
U.S. District Judge Ronald White dismissed the case in September, 
but the plaintiffs have appealed to the 10th U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals in Denver.

As Of February 23, 2009, there has been no ruling

In 2006, the New York Times published an article written which 
discussed the release of the wrongly convicted which concluded that 
99.9 % of the felony convictions were proper. 


