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Claude Simmons Jr. (left) and Christopher Scott, who
had been serving life sentences after being wrongly
convicted of a 1997 murder, were freed Friday.
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When Claude Simmons and Chris Scott walked out of a courtroom
Friday morning as free men, Natalie Ellis dabbed tears from her face.

"I'd never seen them
in anything before
except prison clothes,"
she said of the two
men who were
released after a judge
apologized for the
wrongful murder
convictions that sent
them to prison 12
years ago.

"Seeing them walk out
the first time in normal
clothes, and the looks
on their faces, was
probably the best
thing."

Simmons and Scott
said they probably
wouldn't have been in
the courtroom Friday
to bask in the cheers,
applause and pats on
the back from friends
and relatives if not for
Ellis and other students
from the University of
Texas at Arlington's
little-known Innocence
Network.

"She's an amazing woman," Scott, 39, said of Ellis, "and I love her to
death."

The students, led by Ellis, helped reopen the case of a 1997 home
invasion robbery that resulted in the shooting death of Alfonso Aguilar.
Their work, along with that of students from the University of Texas
Actual Innocence Clinic, persuaded the Dallas County district attorney's
office to take another look at the case.

Earlier this week, another man, Don Michael Anderson, was charged
with the murder. A second man, Alonzo Hardy, was identified as a
participant.

Hardy has confessed and implicated Anderson.

No DNA involved

The case, which prosecutor Mike Ware said boiled down to mistaken
eyewitness testimony, is a rare exoneration that does not include DNA
evidence. "The mistakes made in 1997 have had a profound impact on
these men and their families' lives, and we are asking the court to set
it right," Ware said Friday.

Judge Robert Burns did, releasing the men.

"I want to extend to each of you, on behalf of the state of Texas, my
most sincere apologies for the injustice," he said, while encouraging
them to overcome any bitterness.

The two men are eligible for money from a state fund set up to help
reimburse the wrongfully convicted.

But they cannot apply for the money until they are officially
exonerated, which is likely to take months.

'Until she showed up'

Both Scott and Simmons said their religious faith kept them going as
they ticked off the years in their life sentences. The 54-year-old
Simmons would have been 82 before becoming eligible for parole.

In the last year or two, contact with the Innocence Network also
buoyed their hope.

"I hadn't heard of Natalie and I didn't even know she was working on
the case until she showed up," Simmons said of her first prison visit to
him. "I was a little leery because I didn't know really who she was and
where she was coming from – but hey, she sounded good. She sold
herself."

During Ellis' visit "she assured me she wasn't going to stop until this
thing was taken care of," Simmons recalled.

And she didn't, spending countless hours on the two men's cases,
reading case files, talking to witnesses, traveling to prison units for
interviews. Through it all, she juggled her responsibilities as a wife and
mother of two, sometimes neglecting her husband and two children,
ages 13 and 3.

The former high school dropout and aspiring lawyer admits she became
too involved in the case, lying awake at night turning the case over and
over in her mind.

"When Claude's sister and I started having conversations every
morning until one o'clock, I think that was when everyone was, 'Oh,
my gosh, what are you doing?' " said Ellis, 34.

Friday's hearing was the Holy Grail for Ellis and her fellow UTA
students, the first exoneration since the project was started in 2005 by
John Stickels, a former prosecutor and criminal justice professor.

Unlike many innocence groups, such as the one at the University of
Houston or the University of Texas at Austin, the UTA program is not
affiliated with a law school. After philosophical differences, the group
also is no longer affiliated with the Texas Innocence Project, where
Stickels once served on the board.

Stickels persuaded the university to let him start a class and a club
devoted to investigating innocence claims after joining the faculty in
2004. The class includes about two dozen students, while the club has
about 35 more who work on cases outside of class.

Many are criminal justice majors or pre-law. Some put in a few hours a
week; others, like Ellis, are obsessed with the work, spending almost
every waking hour for the cause.

A rare victory

Most cases examined by students do not result in exonerations. Either
the convict is guilty or there isn't enough evidence to prove innocence.
So Friday's rare victory made the long hours worthwhile.

By the time the exonerees made their way to House of Blues for a
celebratory lunch Friday, Ellis was winding down. She plans to take a
few days off to catch her breath, then jump into another case.

For Julpa Dave, past president of the Innocence Network and now a law
student at Texas Wesleyan, attending exoneration proceedings is
always bittersweet.

"Each time I go to an exoneration, I kind of hope it's the last one," she
said. "Because I hope everyone else in prison is actually guilty."
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