Pardon Me

By Robert Ginnaven

I’ve only had to testify a couple of times.  Notice of my first opportunity came when while administering plea and arraignment as a deputy prosecutor, a case was called up and the charging document was read to a young man quavering before the judge’s pronouncement that he’d been charged with breaking or entering.  “The victim of the crime,” the judge paused while peering over his glasses at the young man, a big smile crawling across his face as he pointed toward me, “is the prosecutor.”  Much to my surprise, detectives had managed to uncover information that the young man before the Court was the one who had broken in to my car in the county parking lot reserved for employees such as myself.  From the look on the young man’s face, it appeared that he was wishing he’d picked someone else’s car to break into.


The second time, I climbed into the witness chair before a packed courtroom to face the accused Attorney General of the State of Arkansas.  It was but a brief bit of testimony, that when woven together with that of other witnesses with similar denials, resulted in a criminal conviction for felony theft for abusing a state expense account by claiming reimbursement for bogus dinners.  Though nervous, I was fortified by the near party atmosphere in the witness room from which I had just been called, filled with so many local dignitaries expressing their unanimous amazement that they had all been listed as a guest of the Attorney General, at government expense, at any one of so many local eateries.  The prosecutor’s question was brief, as was my answer. No, I did not dine with the Attorney General on the date in question at the restaurant in question.  Upon his conviction, he resigned his high office, lost his license to practice law, and disappeared into Texas.


Now he’s back.  The Arkansas Democrat Gazette reported a while ago that on his first trip to Arkansas since receiving a pardon from Gov. Mike Huckabee in February, the ex-attorney general delivered an apology that, “I broke the trust that the people gave me…” in a speech before a standing ovation of 75 members of the Political Animals Club in Little Rock.  According to the article, the ex-attorney general wanted to take responsibility at the meeting “because the club also includes people who help shape public policy in Arkansas, such as Huckabee spokesman Rex Nelson.”  I suppose that makes sense.  In the politics of pardons, Gov. Huckabee has suffered criticism for letting crooks off the hook.  A good showing by the ex-attorney general supports the governor’s decision here.  As Huckabee spokesman Nelson is reported to have put it, in his fifteen years of attending meetings of the Club, “that was one of the most genuine, moving addresses I’ve heard.” Since his pardon, and now that he’s passed muster at the Club of those who shape public policy in Arkansas, the ex-attorney general says he would like to teach law school here in Fayetteville “if they offered me a job.” 


For the record, I’d like to teach law school here in Fayetteville if they offered me a job, but alas, I have never been convicted of a felony, much less a breach of the public trust.  If the ex-attorney general is qualified, I’m afraid I won’t make the cut.  I wonder how many of those young men and women I was able to convict back when I was a prosecutor who were sent to prison for their felony convictions have been pardoned by the governor, and invited to offer their apology to the Club.  As they serve their debt to society, other felons emerge from our prison system forever scarred by their experience, stripped of their right to vote and to bear arms.  They come out of jail and have to keep on paying their debt to society, while ex-attorney generals get out of jail, get pardoned, recover their license to practice law, and aspire to teach at the law school.  Sounds like that “two Americas” riff by one of those recent candidates for President is still playing too quietly for members of the Club to hear.                 

PAGE  
2

