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Tolar honors
fallen hero
with vigil
BY MARK WILSON
HOOD COUNTY NEWS

TOLAR - As the memorable
song, “The Ballad of the Green
Berets” and other stirring classics were played to a backdrop
of patriotism, friends of Sgt. 1st
Class Riley Stephens of Tolar
shared their own personal stories of the Army Special Forces
soldier.
The candlelight ceremony
was held Wednesday evening
on the old Tolar football field
where Riley made his mark as a
standout football player.
Riley died Friday, Sept. 28, at
age 39 after he was shot during
a gun battle in Afghanistan.
“Everybody knew Riley,”
said Brenda Strickland, echoing many others and describing
him as having a soft heart despite projecting toughness.
“I’ve known Riley many, many
years. He went to school with
my children,” Strickland said.
“He had a tough exterior, but he
had a teddy bear of a heart. He
loved his country very much.”
Strickland helped get the ball
rolling for the vigil after she
heard of Riley’s death.
“I got up Sunday morning
and told my husband I felt led
to do something in his honor,”
Strickland said. “I posted that
message on Facebook and the
responses just started pouring in.”

Strickland said
she had just chatted with Riley on
Facebook two
days before his
death – with a
friendly “arguStephens
ment” over the upcoming election.
“I had another one with him
right before that, telling him I
appreciated him,” Strickland
said. “I told him I loved him and
appreciated him, and if anything ever happened to him, I’d
be devastated.”
She said everyone always
knew exactly where they stood
when it came to Riley.
“He was very blunt and to the
point,” Strickland said.
The memorial ceremony featured a 21-gun military salute,
a flag presentation and a salute
by members of VFW Post 7835.
Jim Trimble, local VFW chaplain
and district chairman, was master of ceremonies for the event.
Riley, who was born on Aug.
26, 1973 in Michigan, was due
to mark his 20th year in the
Army this January, according
to his stepmother, JoAnn Stephens. He previously earned a
Bronze Star and a Purple Heart
medal for his service.
Riley was salutatorian of Tolar’s Class of 1991. And, by all
accounts, he was an outstand-

PLEASE SEE VIGIL | 2A

ALL FOR A HERO: Lori Morrow (far right) and even the littlest among the crowd
showed their respect for Tolar’s fallen war hero, Sgt. 1st Class Riley Stephens, during the memorial candlelight vigil Wednesday night at the Rattlers’ old football

MARY VINSON | HOOD COUNTY NEWS

field. Stephens, a career Army soldier and Green Beret, was 39 when he was killed
in action on Sept. 28 while fighting in Afghanistan’s Wardack Province.

| RILEY STEPHENS SERVICE
VISITATION: 2-8 p.m. today at Wiley Funeral Home, 400 Highway 377 East, Granbury.
FUNERAL service: 2 p.m. Sunday at Tolar Baptist Church, 400 Tolar Highway, Tolar.

MARY VINSON/HOOD COUNTY NEWS

OLD FRIENDS: Jeff Ives (left) and Jason Everidge were among the many friends
who attended the memorial candlelight vigil Thursday night at the old football field in Tolar to honor Sgt. 1st Class Riley Stephens, an Army Special Forces member who was killed in battle while serving in Afghanistan. Ives and
Everidge, among others who attended, played football with Stephens for the
Rattlers.

PROCESSION: Leaves Tolar Baptist Church at approximately 3 p.m. Sunday on Highway
377 to Granbury, to Interstate 20 in Benbrook.
GRAVESIDE service: 5 p.m. Sunday, at Dallas-Fort Worth National Cemetery, 2000
Mountain Creek Parkway, Dallas.

TALE OF THE TAPE

Dallas County prosecutors used Darlie Routier’s 911 call as evidence of her guilt in the murders of her
children. Routier claims the recording contains indications of her innocence. Is the truth in the tape?
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| REVISITING ROUTIER

HOOD COUNTY NEWS

WITNESS TO TRAGEDY: The original reel-to-reel 911 tape from the Rowlett Police
Department appeared slightly damaged when it was recently removed from its evidence box in Dallas County. The Hood County News had obtained a court order to
copy the tape, but instead copied a version that had been entered into evidence by
Darlie Routier’s court-appointed defense attorneys.
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| A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
Today, the Hood County News is publishing the
first in two series of stories by staff writer Kathy
Cruz that will be offered to community newspapers
throughout the state through the Texas Center for
Community Journalism.
One series is called “Justice for All.” It will involve
stories on a variety of justice-related topics, such as
post-conviction DNA exonerations and the push
for legislation regarding prosecutorial misconduct.
The other series is called “Revisiting Routier: Was
Darlie unjustly convicted?” Cruz will examine a variety of issues involved in the notorious 1996 murder
case that put Rowlett homemaker Darlie Routier on
death row.
By underwriting this statewide project, the Hood
County News hopes to inform the public of how
well its justice system is, or isn’t, working. It’s a subject of great importance, whether one lives in Dallas or Dublin, Galveston or Granbury.
--Jerry Tidwell
Publisher
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BY KATHY CRUZ

TEXAS CENTER FOR COMMUNITY JOURNALISM

HONORED FOR SERVICE: Esther Umphress (right) was the recipient of

the 2012 Opal Durant Granbury Woman of the Year award Tuesday.
The presentation came from the Christian Women’s Job Corps at the
Rendezvous in Madrid fundraiser. 16A.
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Breast Cancer and the Environment.

Get Healthy.
Stay Healthy.

Attend our Healthy Woman event as Ann Ochs, D.O., medical oncologist, explains
environmental effects on cancer and the initiatives available through Moncrief Cancer Institute.
Enjoy displayed artwork by Bras for a Cause & Breast Cancer Survivor Wall.

Tuesday, October 16 • Noon – 1 p.m.
Granbury Convention Center, 621 E. Pearl Street • Lunch included • $2 members; $5 non-members
Reservation required. RSVP to GranburyHealthyWoman.com or call 817-579-2955 by October 12.

Join us for our next
Healthy Woman event!

Ann Ochs, D.O.
Medical Oncologist

A L A K E G R A N B U RY M E D I CA L C E N T E R R E S O U R C E

Independent Member of the Medical Staff
at Lake Granbury Medical Center

Made possible with generous support of the Hood County Hospital District Board.

| COLUMBUS DAY CLOSINGS

| OPINION POLL

65049_LAKE_HWoct_11_625x3sp.indd 1

City and county offices will be closed Monday in observance of Columbus Day.
Also, federal offices will be closed, including post offices.
Public schools in Hood County will be open Monday.

Are you a football fan?
To vote go to www.hcnews.com. The poll is on the
right side of the page.

BY KATHY CRUZ
HOOD COUNTY NEWS

VIGIL: ‘Larger than life, he was’
FROM PAGE ONE

ing defensive end on the Rattler
football squad.
He is survived by his father,
Michael (Mick) Stephens and
JoAnn, both of Tolar, along with
younger brother Ken Stephens,
who is also an Army Sgt. 1st
Class.
Riley and his family made
their home in Fayetteville, N.C.,
near his home base, Fort Bragg.
Survivors include his wife Tiffany and 2-year-old daughter Rylee Ann Stephens of the
home. Riley’s other two children are Morgan Stephens, 7,
and Austin Brooks, 17.
The family announced that
Riley will be buried at DallasFort Worth National Cemetery
in Dallas.
Among those who spoke at
the vigil were family friend
Jamie Gray, uncle Troy Armstrong and Army Ranger
Dwayne Morris from Tolar.
“The whole family and everybody was just blowed away,”
JoAnn Stephens said of the
vigil. “Tolar went above and
beyond everything. His dad was
so proud, with the honor guard
and the 21-gun salute and the
commentary by everybody.
Words cannot describe how
proud and honored we were.”

CUP OF TEA

David Webb, one of those attending who played with Riley
on the Tolar Rattler football
team, said the traits he showed
on the field were
also ideal for a
soldier.
“He was aggressive and tough
and he couldn’t
be blocked – and I
couldn’t beat him Webb
to the quarterback,” said Webb, who along
with his wife Amy wore Tolar
football jerseys bearing Riley’s
name and number (66). “The
Army was his cup of tea.”
There had been mention of
Riley planning to retire at some
point in the near future after
reaching the 20-year point of
his career, but Webb said, “I
don’t think he would have.”
Armstrong, Riley’s uncle,
shared several humorous memories. He said Riley used to brag
that he touched the football on
every play. That, Armstrong
pointed out, was because Riley
was the team’s center when Tolar was on offense.
Armstrong said Riley, who he
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Woman, 80, dies after accident
Wednesday on Hwy 377 East
9/27/12 4:57 PM

treated “like a little brother,”
was second-team all-state at defensive end.
“He played with fire in his
eye,” Armstrong said. “Mick (Michael) and Riley are a big part of
our family.”

TOUGH AS NAILS

Granbury resident Jeff Ives,
who was born and raised in
Tolar, met Riley during their elementary school days.
“He was one of my best
friends,” said Ives, who is a
professional firefighter for Fort
Worth. “I always knew he had
my back. He always got to the
quarterback first.
“He was an amazing football
player. I was just glad he was on
my football team. He was tough
as nails, and I knew he’d do well
in the Army.”
Ives said he got word of Riley’s death while he was watching a football game Friday night,
Sept. 28, at Cornerstone Christian School.
“I thought Riley was invincible and indestructible because
that’s the kind of guy he was,”
Ives said. “It was a complete
shock. I just started crying.”
Jason Everidge of Granbury,
another former Tolar student
who played football with Riley, also said he grew up with
him. He said he has lots of fond
memories of going fishing with
Riley.
“He loved the outdoors,
and he loved animals,” said

Everidge, whose primary position was cornerback. “He had
to be doing something all the
time. He couldn’t be sitting still
– whether we were fishing or
playing war. He wasn’t a bully,
but he would speak his mind,
whether you liked it or not.”
Webb, Ives and Everidge were
all in Riley’s senior class, and all
played football together.

An 80-year-old Granbury
woman died Wednesday night,
several hours after sustaining
what had appeared to be nonlife-threatening injuries in a
two-vehicle accident.
The accident occurred at
about 7:45 p.m. in the 3800
block of Highway 377 East,
near H-E-B.
Granbury Police Deputy
Chief Alan Hines said late
Thursday that it is not yet
known whether Virginia Blade
Martin died from injuries

A RANGER’S STORY

Dwayne Morris, an Army
Ranger from Tolar who also
played football with Riley, had a
remarkable battlefield story for
those gathered.
He recounted being in a gun
battle in Afghanistan when a
fellow soldier was wounded.
He described moving his buddy
to a safer spot as the gunfire
seemed to be closing in on
them.
Then Morris said he looked up
and saw a Green Beret moving
toward him with his own unit to
rescue the two Rangers. Then,
he said, he realized it was his
old Tolar High schoolmate, Riley Stephens.
JoAnn explained later that
the two units were not on patrol
together, but that it was an incredible coincidence that Morris
crossed paths with Riley in such
a dramatic and desperate battlefield situation.
“Larger than life, he was,”
JoAnn said.
m.wilson@hcnews.com|817-573-7066, ext. 254

sustained in the accident, or
whether there was some other
cause. An autopsy will be performed, he said.
Hines said that Martin, who
was driving a 2007 Cadillac,
exited a parking lot and pulled
in front of the 2008 black Ford
Mustang driven by Melissa
Ann Townley, 35, of Walnut
Springs. Townley was westbound, the captain said.
Police officers who responded to the scene said that Martin sustained what appeared to
be relatively minor injuries.
“She was up and talking,”
Hines said.

However, officers had Martin
transported via air ambulance
to John Peter Smith Hospital in
Fort Worth as a precaution, according to both Hines and Police Chief Mitch Galvan. Townley was transported to Lake
Granbury Medical Center with
non-life-threatening injuries,
Hines stated.
Shortly after 11 p.m., Granbury police officials were notified that Martin had died.
Police said there are complicating factors involved in
determining who was at fault,
such as the fact that the sun
had just set.
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Policing agencies adopt policies for eyewitness ID
Law passed in wake of wrongful convictions
BY KATHY CRUZ
TEXAS CENTER FOR COMMUNITY JOURNALISM

As the number of post-conviction DNA exonerations rose
ever higher, the 82nd Legislature took action to prevent
more people from being wrongfully convicted. Lawmakers
passed House Bill 215.
How well law enforcement
agencies across the state are
taking the new law about eyewitness identifications to heart
will soon be the subject of a report by the Innocence Project of
Texas (IPOT).
On the last Saturday in September, about 35 law students
and other volunteers gathered
at the University of Dallas to
critique the written policies for
eyewitness identifications for
about 1,200 law enforcement
agencies throughout the state.
The new law mandating the
written policies went into effect
Sept. 1.
False eyewitness identifications are among the leading
causes of wrongful convictions,

based on reviews of post-conviction DNA exonerations, according to Scott Henson, IPOT’s
policy advisor.
On Friday, Sept. 28 - the evening before the gathering in
Dallas - the national Innocence
Project in New York announced
that yet another inmate had
just been proven innocent of
the crime that he had been accused of committing. Damon
Thibodeaux, a resident of Louisiana’s death row, became the
nation’s 300th DNA exoneree.
During the month of September, IPOT had submitted Open
Records requests to sheriff’s
offices and city and campus
police departments to obtain
copies of their newly adopted
eyewitness ID policies.
The scoring criteria used in
critiquing the policies involved
how closely the agencies followed the model program created by the Bill Blackwood Law
Enforcement Management Institute of Texas (LEMIT), based at
Sam Houston State University.
LEMIT was created by the 70th

COURTESY

POLICIES PUT TO THE TEST: Law students and others gathered at the University of
Dallas last Saturday to critique the eyewitness identification policies of law enforcement agencies throughout the state using a model program developed at the Law
Enforcement Management Institute of Texas (LEMIT), based at Sam Houston State
University. False eyewitness identification has been found to be a leading cause of
wrongful convictions, according to Scott Henson, policy expert for the Innocence
Project of Texas (IPOT).
Legislature to develop the skills
of current and future law enforcement officials.

AUDIO: Test
indicates
discrepancy
FROM PAGE ONE

as big as his retainer fee.
The cassette had been played
at a July ‘96 bond hearing, as a
media frenzy swirled around
the suburban housewife and elementary school room mother
dubbed “Dallas’ Susan Smith.”
The moniker was a reference to
a South Carolina mother who
a year earlier had been found
guilty of driving her car into the
dark waters of a lake, her two
little boys strapped inside their
car seats. The last face they saw
was their mother’s.
The bearer of the court order
made a copy of the cassette recording, and the parties went
their separate ways. The clerk
sealed the boxes and reinterred
them in the evidence vault
before heading home for the
weekend.
That night, at a newspaper office 70 miles away, the ghosts
of the Darlie Lynn Routier case
sprang to life.

STATE’S EXHIBIT 18E

The five-minute, 44-second
911 call that helped send Darlie
Routier to death row made for
a chaotic recording. There is a
hysterical Routier claiming that
an intruder stabbed her and her
two oldest sons, Devon, 6, and
Damon, 5, and a 911 operator
trying to communicate simultaneously with Routier and first
responders.
The Hood County News in
Granbury, which obtained the
court order, forwarded the cassette version of the 911 call to
the Texas Center for Community Journalism (TCCJ) in Fort
Worth. The newspaper is under-

COURTESY

PICTURE-PERFECT FAMILY: Darlie and Darin Routier pose with sons Devon (left) and
Damon. The boys were stabbed to death on June 6, 1996. Routier sits on death row,
but continues to deny killing her children.
writing the TCCJ’s statewide
initiative examining the justice
system in Texas. The TCCJ’s
Executive Director, Tommy
Thomason, forwarded the recording to Russell Scott, an
instructor in the Department of
Film, Television and Digital Media at Texas Christian University (TCU).
Scott was asked to hone in on
an exclamation uttered twice by
Routier near the end of the recording, as the 911 dispatcher
told her that an officer was at
her front door.
Scott, Thomason said, was
given no hint of what the prosecution’s transcript claimed
Routier was saying, nor was he
told what anyone else thought
she might have been saying.
Several days after receiving
the recording, Scott reported
his findings. Even with his
audio enhancement skills, he
could only make out the final
word of Routier’s brief exclamation.
Scott’s assessment proved
no intentional attempt by the
prosecution to mislead the jury
in Routier’s murder trial, nor

did it provide slam-dunk proof
that she is innocent. In fact, it
may bear little significance as
far as solid evidence is concerned.
The only significance may be
why the Hood County News got
the court order for the tape to
begin with.

A PLEA FROM DEATH ROW

From the start of the HCN’s
communications with Routier
and with her mother, Darlie
Kee of Wills Point, mother and
daughter pleaded for the newspaper to get a copy of the 911
reel-to-reel tape, or the version that had been entered into
evidence by Routier’s court-appointed attorneys, Doug Parks
and Wayne Huff.
In a letter from the Mountain
View prison unit in Gatesville
postmarked the day before
the court order was executed,
Routier repeated her plea and
reiterated that there was a discrepancy in what the prosecution’s audio expert had claimed
was said during the call and
what she recalls having said.
“I feel it would be an eye

The model program incorporates evidence-based and best
practices for collecting and

opener to the public to compare it to the state’s paid expert’s version,” Routier wrote
about the recording.
“When I was at the sink in the
kitchen getting towels wet I was
also talking on the phone with
911. There was blood everywhere. When I turned around
to take the towels to put on my
babies, I could see my throat
slit open in the big mirror
above the wine rack. Up to that
point, I didn’t know my throat
had been slit. That’s when I
cried out something like, ‘Oh,
my God, he cut my throat’... or
very close to that.”
Dallas County prosecutors
claimed that Routier slit her
own throat, inflicting a superficial wound,
as she staged
a crime scene
to disguise
her guilt in the
stabbing deaths
of her sons. The
boys had been
sleeping on the
living room
floor in front
of the television, while their
mother slept on
a nearby sofa.
Routier’s husband, Darin, and their 8-monthold son, Drake, were asleep
upstairs.
Routier’s claims of wetting
towels to put on her bleeding
sons was backed up by her husband’s testimony. A Rowlett
police officer, however, testified that she did not follow his
instructions to help when he
arrived at the scene and found
that one of the children was
still alive. Crime scene photos
and police video show bloody
towels on the floor.
Routier’s throat was slashed
to within 2 millimeters of her
carotid artery, according to testimony in her trial. Though she

preserving eyewitness evidence,
as well as procedures for when
witnesses or victims have language or writing barriers.
IPOT Executive Director Nick
Vilbas and founder Jeff Blackburn said that IPOT will release
a report with the individual
grades of the law enforcement
agencies before the end of the
year. They hope that media outlets will publicize the scores received by the law enforcement
agencies in their communities.
“It’s a grass roots level, public
education component,” said
Vilbas. “We’re trying to push the
ball forward. We’ve been talking about it since the bill passed
and now that we’re doing it, it’s
kind of exciting.”
Henson said that, among the
first 250 DNA exonerations, 75
to 80 percent of the wrongful
convictions were traced back to
faulty eyewitness ID.
“The DNA exonerations have
provided this window into the
cause of wrongful convictions
that we’ve never had before,”
he said.

IPOT’s policy advisor said that
measures are being taken to ensure that the scores are fair.
“The student grading is not
the final say. We are also going
to have a final round vetting the
policies to make sure that the
students got it right,” he said.
“You really want to go through
each policy multiple times before publishing a grade so you
can be certain that your criticisms are correct.”
Henson, who lives in Austin
and writes a blog on justicerelated issues called “Grits for
Breakfast,” said that most law
enforcement agencies have not
reacted defensively to the examination of their techniques.
Most, too, appear to be trying to
follow LEMIT’s model, he stated.
“There are definitely exceptions,” said Henson. “But the
majority have passed policies
that have most of the main elements of the model policy.”

is right-handed, the trajectory
of the knife cut was more indicative of someone else inflicting the wound, according to the
court testimony of forensic pathologist Dr. Vincent DiMaio.
The state spent more than
$10,000 for audio experts with
Graffiti Productions, Inc., in
Dallas to clarify the frenzied recording and create a transcript.
It is 11 pages, and was entered
into evidence by the Dallas
County D.A.’s office as State’s
Exhibit 18E.
On page 10, at the 05.23.05
time mark, there begins this
exchange between Routier and
the dispatcher, as an officer is
arriving at the family’s front
door.

Seconds later, Routier says:
“...his knife was lying over there
and I already picked it up...
God... I bet if we could have gotten the prints maybe...”
Prosecutors honed in on that
statement during Routier’s
trial as an indication of her
guilt, claiming that no mother
in that situation would have
thought to be concerned about
accidentally destroying critical
evidence.
Routier, in an interview on
death row in August, said that
prosecutors focused on specific words instead of on the
emotion that was evident in her
voice.
“What they were doing was
blocking out the whole picture
of the hysterical
mother screaming,
trying to get help
for her children,”
she said.
Though prosecutors had put emphasis on Routier’s
comments about
the knife, that was
not what Scott at
TCU focused on. It
was the statement
“there’s nothing
touched,” made
just seconds before the tape ended, as Routier was making her way to the
front door.
Using present-day technology, Scott came to a different
conclusion about that particular portion of the tape.
Although he was unable to
determine the entirety of what
Routier said, he said that the
last word in her exclamation
was not “touched,” as the state
had said.
It was “cut.”

Kathy Cruz is a staff writer for the Hood County News in
Granbury. She can be reached at kcruz@community-journalism.
net.

“Up to that point, I didn’t know
my throat had been slit. That’s
when I cried out something like,
‘Oh my God, he cut my throat’ ...
or very close to that.”
--Darlie Routier
Routier: “...there’s nothing
touched...”
Dispatcher: “...ok, ma’am...”
Routier: “...there’s nothing
touched... Oh my God...”
Seconds earlier, Routier had
told the dispatcher that she
had touched a bloody knife and
picked it up, possibly ruining
the chance to get the fingerprints of the intruder. Here is
the exchange, according to the
prosecutor’s transcript:
Routier: “... They left a knife
laying on...”
Dispatcher: “...there’s a
knife... don’t touch anything...”
Routier: “I already touched it
and picked it up...”

Kathy Cruz is a staff writer at the Hood County News in
Granbury. She can be reached at kcruz@community-journalism.net
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