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DALLAS, TX—“When you get convicted for something you 
didn’t do, and hear that gavel hit along with the words ‘we find 
this man guilty,’ and you do time—whether it’s a day, a week, 
a year or 22 years—that takes a bite out of you,” says exoneree 
Billy Smith,  one of the men featured in the new book TESTED: 
How Twelve Wrongly Imprisoned Men Held onto Hope (Brown Books 
Publishing Group) by Peyton Budd in collaboration with her 
mother, Reverend Dorothy Budd, a former child sex crimes 
prosecutor for the Dallas County District Attorney’s office.

In 2009, the Budds became interested in the plight of these 
wrongly convicted men and requested a meeting with Dallas 
County DA Craig Watkins. They learned that out of the cases 

his office selected to review with DNA viable testing, about half of the tests went on to prove 
innocence. Following their meeting, the Budds were convinced the stories of these men must be 
told and the concept for TESTED became a reality.

Through a series of one-on-one interviews conducted by Peyton Budd, a published writer and 
college student, TESTED explores the lives of 12 exonerated men, giving them a voice to share their 
personal journeys of hope, forgiveness and redemption. We learn how they found the strength to 
maintain their sense of dignity, gratitude, gentleness and hope while serving time behind bars for 
crimes they did not commit.

TESTED runs the emotional gamut from the depths of their despair to the joy of their final 
vindication. Peyton Budd states, “Prior to my first interview for the book with one of the exonerated 
men, I expected anger and resentment, but what I found was love and forgiveness. Each one of the 
men has shown different amazing qualities as they shared their stories with us. I cannot express how 
much they have impacted me.”  

Dorothy Budd adds, “Every one of these men has lost something that can never be restored. We 
hope that the powerful stories in TESTED cause readers to reexamine and reevaluate prejudices and 
preconceptions.”

Dallas leads the nation in exonerations of wrongly convicted men. To date, more than 20 men 
have been released from prison with their convictions overturned, a pardon from the governor and 
an apology from the district attorney. For more information, visit www.TestedTheBook.com.

“Their stories are bursting with hope and grace. 
Their lives inspire us to seek justice for all.”

—Peter Neufeld, Barry Scheck, Co-Directors, Innocence Project

Authors Give Voice to Exonerated Men:
Inspiring Stories of Hope, Faith and Redemption
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Peyton Budd

Dorothy Budd

Her combined interests in psychology, writing, and criminal justice 
led Peyton Budd to the creation of TESTED. Selected for the University 
of Virginia’s Young Writers Workshop and for an international studies 
exchange program in Switzerland, she has published poetry in Vibrato, 
an award-winning literary magazine. Peyton continues her studies at 
Colorado College where she focuses on writing, literature, psychology, 
and Arabic.

A former child sex crimes prosecutor for the Dallas County District 
Attorney’s office, Dorothy Budd has worked as a DA in the Juvenile 
Division, trying juvenile, domestic violence, and child welfare cases until 
becoming a felony prosecutor in the Crimes Against Children Division. 
Reverend Budd also holds a Masters in Divinity from Perkins School 
of Theology at Southern Methodist University. She now serves as an 
Episcopal deacon at The Church of the Incarnation in Dallas.

Deborah Luster
Photographer

Best known for the series One Big Self: Prisoners of Louisiana, Deborah Luster photographed for 6 
years in Louisiana’s prison system, including the state’s maximum security prison at Angola. Her 
work is included in the permanent collections of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the Houston 
Museum of Fine Arts. A monograph of Tooth for an Eye, her current project on violence in Orleans 
Parish, is forthcoming from Twin Palms Publishing. She is represented by Jack Shainman Gallery.
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Thomas McGowan  
 INCIDENT DATE: May 7, 1985

 WRONGFUL CONVICTION: Burglary of a habitation and
  aggravated sexual assault  

 AGE ENTERING PRISON: 26

 AGE LEAVING PRISON: 49

 WRONGFUL TIME SERVED: 23 years

On May 7, 1985, a brutal rape and home invasion robbery 
took place in the Dallas suburb of Richardson. Two weeks later, the 
nineteen-year-old female victim picked Thomas McGowan out of 
a seven-person photo lineup. Ironically, although she pointed to the 
picture of McGowan, a picture of her real rapist was looking up 
at her from another photograph in the lineup. Nearly twenty-three 
years later, DNA testing proved that man to be the actual attacker. 
Once the victim identified McGowan, things looked bad for the 
twenty-six-year-old who was living in Richardson. He drove a car 
similar to the one driven by the rapist, had no solid alibi, and had 
previously been convicted of burglary. Jurors believed the victim, 
and sentenced him to two life sentences, which the judge ordered to 
be served consecutively. McGowan spent twenty-three years in the 
TDCJ’s Ferguson Unit until DNA testing freed him in 2008. 
The real attacker has since been located in a Texas prison, where 
he is serving time for bank robbery, but was not tried for this rape 
because the statute of limitations had expired.

On June 11, 2008, Thomas McGowan became #16: the 
sixteenth man in Dallas County to be exonerated by DNA 
evidence. The #16 is one he is proud to carry because it is 
not the number of a slave or a prisoner but a number that 
symbolizes justice.

Thomas stands about five feet, nine inches and is a fairly 
thin man. He is not a boxer, but on the day he walked out 
of the courtroom a free man, the Innocence Project’s Jason 
Craig and Barry Scheck stood on either side of him and held 
up his arms. Like a boxer, he had championed his cause. At 
last he felt victorious.

“Yeah, I’m the champ. I came out victorious. Through 
everything, you know, no matter what, God brings you 
through it. If He chooses you, He brings you through it.”

Despite Thomas’s release, life on the outside hasn’t been 
easy. His relationship with his mother is strained. After 

twenty-three years of praying to be with her, he says they 
really have little in common.

“Things change. You know, I think the hardest part is 
my mother. After being away from her so long, I couldn’t 
believe I’d be sitting in a room with her. Now we are in the 
room together, but we can’t hardly talk because so much 
has gone.”

They often sit in a room together, unsure of what to say.
He also mourns the fact that he cannot be a father. “I’ve 

never even had the chance to see a child grow up. I think 
that would be a wonderful thing.”

Today Thomas McGowan is not a slave, but he also is not 
a father nor a husband. No one can replace what he has lost.

Excerpted from
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sentenced to life Picking cotton Still picking cotton
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What prompted you to explore the subject of wrongly imprisoned individuals 
and share some of their stories with the public in TESTED?

Dorothy: Because I was a sex crimes prosecutor in the Henry Wade 
and John Vance era, when many of these convictions occurred, I 
always glanced at the names of these men in the news when they 
were freed to see if they had been my cases. So far, luckily, none have. 
However, it was a comment by an African American woman I met in a community Bible study 
that really inspired me to get to know these men and learn their stories. She said that, in her 
lifetime, she knew she had seen the Holy Spirit at work in the world. She said that Craig Watkins’ 
unexpected election as the first African American district attorney in Texas made it possible to 
finally prove the innocence of all those wrongfully accused men.

As a college student and writer, what drew you to this particular issue within the justice system?
Peyton: My mother was the genesis for this project. She began to talk about the idea for a book 
after meeting with DA Watkins. At first, I wrote it off as just another crazy idea, but then it 
actually began to materialize, and everything just fell into place.

Even though this might not have been something I would have even known enough about to 
choose to write a book on, it is an area that has always fascinated me. Coming from a long family 
history of lawyers, that world has certainly always been a part of my life. But more importantly, I am 
incredibly interested in psychology and criminology, and this book fit perfectly into those interests. 

While each man’s personal background is different, did you find similarities in their stories?
D & P: Yes, there were a number. One striking similarity among all of the men was that during 
their ordeal of wrongful imprisonment, they each found something within themselves to hold 
onto. For some, it was their faith in God; for others, it was a relationship with a loved one; for 
most, it was identifying and cultivating an aspect of themselves that allowed them to live with 
an injustice that would have crushed most people.

Another similarity is their dignity and sense of gratitude for the freedom they now have. We 
expected to meet men who were consumed with bitterness or hatred. That would be justified, 
given what was done to them. Instead, we met a group of men marked by a sense of joyfulness 
and gentleness. They all waited so long for justice that, even though they lost things which can 
never be replaced, each man had to come to a place of peace.

with Dorothy Budd 
and Peyton Budd

Q



Of course, they also had some factors in common that contributed to their wrongful convictions. 
Many are minorities and did not have money to fight the wrongful charges. Many were identified 
by law enforcement practices that we now know often lead to mistaken identifications.

During your time as a former child sex crimes prosecutor for the Dallas County DA’s office, were you ever 
involved in cases where a conviction was overturned based on DNA evidence? 

D: Not that I know of. DNA testing was in its infancy when I was prosecuting, so I did try 
cases based on eyewitness testimony alone, and in that situation a misidentification is always a 
possibility. When my juries were out, I always had a special prayer I said silently, part of which 
was, “Let the future stand revealed.” This prayer was my way of asking not that I win my case, 
but rather of praying that whatever was true and right occur. 

You are now a Deacon in the Episcopal Church. Has your role in the church played a part in your journey 
with the book?

D: Absolutely. A deacon in the Episcopal Church is someone who is ordained for service within 
the church and especially commissioned to work to bring the church to the world and the world to 
the church. That means that, in addition to ministry within the church, like preaching, assisting 
with the mass and teaching, deacons vow to listen to the needs of the world and bring them to 
the attention of the church. Deacons do this so that the church can then reach out in love in 
Christ’s name and address the needs and hurts of the world. The special listening that deacons 
vow to undertake includes especially listening to the voices of the poor, the sick, the lonely and 
the people our society pushes to its margins. We do this because of the example Jesus set in his 
earthly life of always noticing and reaching out to those very people.

Although throughout my legal career I worked in areas that dealt with social justice, without 
my training as a deacon I am not sure I would have ever undertaken this book. When I heard 
Jalah Parker say it was the work of the Holy Spirit that led to the release of these innocent men, 
as an Episcopal deacon I knew right then that this was a call to try to give voice to something 
important and powerful which might otherwise go unheard. I am grateful my seminary training, 
ordination and work at The Church of the Incarnation prepared me to hear that call. Otherwise 
I would have missed what has been one of the most astonishing and rewarding adventures of my 
life: meeting and learning from these 12 men.

DA Craig Watkins has led the charge in Dallas for reviewing possible wrongful convictions through the 
specially formed Conviction Integrity Unit. How was he able to assist you with reaching out to the men?

D & P: We approached DA Watkins about wanting to write this book, and he was not only 
supportive of it as an idea, he also gathered all the men to meet with us and talk about doing the 
book within two days of our initial conversation. He also graciously contributed the introduction 
to the book.



Which of the men included in the book did you interview first? Prior to the meeting, were you anxious 
about meeting with someone who had spent so much time behind bars?

P: My first interview was with Christopher Scott. Prior to the interview, I was extremely nervous, 
but not about the fact that Chris had been in prison, more that I had no idea how the interview 
was going to go. I expected anger and resentment, but what we found was love and forgiveness. 
Obviously, we have been surprised at every turn with these guys. Each one of them has shown 
different, amazing qualities as they shared their stories with us. I cannot express how much the 
men have impacted me, and I hope that shines through in the book.

Deborah Luster’s poignant photographs of the men featured in TESTED bring their individual journies 
to life. How did Deborah get involved with the project? 

D: I didn’t want to just give voices to these men’s stories. I also wanted to show what had sustained 
them by providing a picture of who these men were. I began looking for an artist I thought could 
capture the uniqueness and strong character I glimpsed in these men when I first met them. The 
second I saw Deborah’s photographs from the Angola prison, I knew she was perfect for the book. 
I was delighted when she agreed, and her photographs have exceeded all my hopes. Deborah’s 
portraits reveal the magic that can happen when people make an extraordinary effort to reach out 
to unexpected people, try to look below the surface and really see them.

As the mother of a young woman, was it difficult for you to allow Peyton to spend time with men who 
have been imprisoned and to have her hear the graphic details surrounding their convictions?

D: No, not at all. These are some of the finest people I have ever known, and I am delighted that 
she has gotten to share getting to know them with me. The lessons we have learned from them 
about grace, faith and being able to find your hidden strengths in the face of grave difficulties 
are things any parent would love for their child to hear. The detail of life in Texas prisons is 
undeniably rough stuff, but Peyton has always had an interest in the criminal justice system, so I 
think it has been a valuable learning experience for her.

If I had any concern it would be making her cynical about the American justice system, which 
is something her father and I have spent our lives working in and believing in. However, in the 
end, these men’s stories are two-edged swords. They reveal miserable and systemic failures in the 
system, but also show a system that is becoming willing to examine the past and rectify mistakes, 
which is an amazing thing.

What has it been like working side-by-side with your mother on this project?
P: It might not seem like a college student’s dream to work with their mother, but I can honestly 
say that the whole experience has brought us a lot closer. There were definitely a few tense 
moments when we didn’t agree on something, but as we got into the project and started working 
with the men everything else kind of dropped to the background. What was important to me was 
to tell the stories of these men in the truest and most moving way possible.



How are the men coping outside of the prison system after being exonerated?
P: Some are doing better than others. It is difficult for all of them. They dream for years of the 
day their innocence will be discovered and they will be set free, but when that day finally comes 
they walk out into a world that is very difficult for them. Just because you are innocent does 
not mean that a long stretch in prison does not institutionalize you. They come out and have to 
relearn all sorts of daily living skills that they have lost from years of incarceration. They have no 
identification, no driver’s license and little grasp of the advances in technology that have occurred 
while they were behind bars. Several of the men actually commented in their interviews that, as 
happy as they were to be free, in some ways being out is harder than being in.

Another problem is simply the passage of time. Relationships they had when they went in are 
different when they come out. Their parents have aged, marriages have collapsed and children who 
were toddlers are now young adults they scarcely know. Many of these men have to suffer through 
a lot of loneliness, disorientation and depression, even after they gain their freedom. There is no 
denying that these men, through no fault of their own, face a hard row to hoe when they get out.

Will you continue to stay in contact with these men in the coming years?
D & P: We certainly hope so and intend to. One thing about this group is that they genuinely 
support and care about one another and have a special bond between them. Several of them 
were in prison together and some even shared a cell. When these men get together, you can tell 
that they draw strength from each other and would do anything for each other. We are honored 
they have welcomed us into that group, and we feel certain that as long as there are wrongfully 
convicted people in this country we will continue to find things we need to do together.  

How has this project affected you personally, and what have you taken away from the experience?
D: As a lawyer, while I was certainly aware of the reality that our justice system was at times flawed, 
I was nonetheless completely taken aback by the enormity and pervasiveness of the problems these 
men’s stories point out—especially for the poor, whose voices so often go unheard. I have taken away 
from this my conviction that all over this country there are innocent men and women in prisons 
whose voices need to be heard so they can be freed and, eventually, the true criminals apprehended.

I know that when I face challenges in my own life, each of these men has given me a special 
gift I can turn to. Each story has given me a unique tool, not just for coping but for rising above 
adversity. I have come away from this project with an awe for the strength of the human character. 
These men were tried and tested in ways that I can scarcely imagine and have emerged from that 
with faith and with an honor, dignity and gentleness that will never cease to inspire me.

Has meeting these men impacted how you see things on a daily basis?
P: These men have changed me. I am a different person now, a better person, for having the 
chance to know them and tell their stories.  What happened to them showed me that some things 
in our justice system are broken and must be fixed, but more importantly, every moment I spent 
with the men altered my view of the world and demonstrated the resilience of the human spirit.
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12 INNOCENT MEN, 189 LOST YEARS, 68,985 LOST DAYS, 1,655,640 LOST HOURS

Johnnie Lindsey
Wrongful Conviction: Aggravated rape 

Exonerated: 2008
Wrongful Time Served: 26 years

Though a talented musician, Johnnie never got to pursue 
that path in life. Instead he was handed a life sentence 
for a rape he did not commit. After 26 years, Johnnie’s 
world is finally full of music again. He sits on his porch 
and listens to the sounds of life—traffic, construction, 
voices—and what he hears is music. 

Thirty-five years old and wrongfully imprisoned, Billy 
was angry all the time. Only after many hopeless years 
in prison, during which he was driven to the depths of 
despair and the brink of suicide, did he find the serenity 
and the new faith that would from then on define his 
character and his life.

Billy Smith
Wrongful Conviction: 

Aggravated sexual assault
Exonerated: 2006

Wrongful Time Served: 19 years, 11 months

Despite a life sentence for a series of rapes he did not 
commit, Steven continued to live his life. He could do 
almost everything. He could fight, play sports, study 
and write; he could even put out his own newspaper. 
But without putting all his trust in God rather than in 
himself, he was not going to get out of prison. 

Steven Phillips
Wrongful Conviction: Aggravated rape

Exonerated: 2008
Wrongful Time Served: 24 years

In 1979, James was making nineteen dollars an hour, 
owned a home in the suburbs and had a wife and a child. 
But in 1982, two police officers knocked on his door and 
“all hell hit the fan.” What followed was a nightmare of 10 
years in prison and 14 years of probation as a sex offender. 
Through it all, James used his wit and knowledge of the 
hustle to stay on top and stay in business.

James Giles
Wrongful Conviction: 

Aggravated sexual assault 
Exonerated: 2007

Wrongful Time Served: 
10 years; 14 years on parole

Richard has worn many masks. He has been the innocent 
son of a preacher, a drug dealer on the streets and a man 
wrongly behind bars for capital murder. In prison and on 
the streets, these masks saved him time and time again. 
Now, as a free man, he must struggle to discover who he 
really is. 

Richard Miles
Wrongful Conviction: 

Murder and attempted murder
Exonerated: 2009

Wrongful Time Served: 15 years

Saved from death in the killing fields of the Khmer 
Rouge, Entre and his family came to America hoping 
for a chance to live the American Dream. For Entre, that 
dream somehow became a nightmare. After being accused 
of brutally murdering his fiancée, only the dreams and 
visions of his ancestors and the Cambodian culture he left 
behind sustained him during his years in prison.

Entre Nax Karage
Wrongful Conviction: Murder

Exonerated: 2005
Wrongful Time Served: 7 years
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Christopher Scott
Wrongful Conviction: Capital murder

Exonerated: 2009
Wrongful Time Served: 12 years

Even after 12 years in prison for being falsely identified 
as a murderer, Chris is not angry. Instead he is a man who 
believes that love may well have saved his life. His dream 
of returning to the woman he loved caused him to hold 
on to the goodness within his own soul and inspired him 
to keep fighting for his freedom—against all odds. 

Thomas never thought he would become a slave, but 
almost two decades of picking cotton on a prison farm in 
the hot Texas sun proved him wrong. In prison, Thomas 
learned that if he was going to survive he had to adapt. 
Now a free man, he still must learn to adjust to the 
things he has lost that can never be replaced. 

Hard work has defined Victor’s life both inside and 
outside of prison. His motto—“God will provide for 
you, but you’ve got to go get it. You’ve got to sweat,”—
has served him well. However, it was only when Victor 
began working on forgiveness that his hard work led to 
his freedom.

As a skinny 18-year-old wrongly sent to the hell of Texas 
prison, Eugene’s fists kept him alive. Over a decade later, 
a tattered dictionary in a jailhouse cell, a bright green 
copy of the Quran on the rec room table, and the power 
of words transformed him. His last fight was to slay his 
old character and emerge a man of peace and knowledge. 

Thanks to his mother’s guidance, Keith had never been 
in trouble, but even that couldn’t protect him from a 
false conviction for rape. His mother believed in him and 
loved him until the day she died, but Keith will always 
wonder if what happened to him killed the person he 
loved most in the world. 

Deaf and mute, Stephen is trapped in a world of silence 
and is praying to be released. Fingerprint evidence has 
proved he is innocent of the rape and abduction of a 
5-year-old girl, yet he still sits alone in a cell. Longing 
to return to the countryside where he can be with his 
horses, Stephen waits. 

Thomas McGowan
Wrongful Conviction: Burglary of a habitation 

and aggravated sexual assault
Exonerated: 2008

Wrongful Time Served: 23 years

Victor Thomas
Wrongful Conviction: 

Rape, kidnapping, and robbery
Exonerated: 2002

Wrongful Time Served: 15 years, 7 months 

Eugene Henton
Wrongful Conviction: Sexual assault

Exonerated: 2007
Wrongful Time Served: 18 months

Keith Turner
Wrongful Conviction: Rape

Exonerated: 2005
Wrongful Time Served: 16 years, 1 month

Stephen Brodie
Wrongful Conviction: 

Aggravated sexual assault of a child
Exonerated: Awaiting release
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