DIRECTIONS AND RESOURCES PACKET
AP LANGUAGE & COMPOSITION

Summer Assignment
MacArthur High School -- June 2026

Dear AP Language Student,

Welcome! AP Language and Composition is a challenging course that will help you think about the
way writers write. This course focuses primarily on non-fiction and the rhetorical strategies
authors use to create their works and engage their readers. In order to prepare for the year ahead,
you will read and analyze several speeches, articles and examples of visual rhetoric, and complete
the assignments that follow. '

This packet contains directions and resources for your summer assignments, but all work
must be handwritten in the Work Packet.

Assignments:

1. APPEALS: Review the Aristotelian Appeals on page 2 of this packet. Then read the
directions and the letter on page 3 and complete the chart on page 2 of the work packet.

2. SOAPSTonE: Select one speech from AmericanRhetoric.com. They have compiled a list of
the Top 100 speeches. You may NOT use a speech by Martin Luther King Jr. or JFK. Print
your chosen text, and then complete the SOAPSTonE chart for this speech on page 3 of the
work packet. Staple the actual speech onto the back of the work packet. If you are
unfamiliar with “exigence,” it is defined as an issue, problem, or situation that causes or
prompts someone to write or speak.

3. RHETORICAL SITUATIONS: Choose ONE of the rhetorical situations on page 4 of this
packet and write your response on pages 4-5 of the work packet.

4. VISUAL RHETORIC: Read the discussion of visual rhetoric on page 5 of this packet. Then
examine the image on page 6 of the work packet, and fill in the SOAPSTonE chart there.

5. PRECIS: Complete a rhetorical précis for the essay “Superman and Me” on pages 8-11 The
précis template is on page 6 of this packet, and an example is on page 7. Handwrite the
preécis on page 7 in the work packet

6. ARGUMENTS: Read the contrasting arguments on the death penalty and then complete the
double entry charts on pages 8-9 of the work packet.

Only original and independenf work will be accepted. The use of Al tools and applications
is prohibited for this and all course assignments.

Work Packet is due on the first day of school in September. It will not be accepted after then.
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Aristotelian Appeals: Logos, Ethos, and Pathos

Whenever you read an argument you must ask yourself, “Is this persuasive? If so, why? And to whom?” There are many
ways to appeal to an audience. Among them are appealing to logos, ethos, and pathos. These appeals are identifiable in
almost all arguments, and are often used in combination.

To appeal to LOGOS

 (logic, reasoning)

The argument itself; the reasoning the
author uses; logical evidence

To develop or appeal to ETHOS
_ (character, ethics)

To appeal to PATHOS =
(emotion) .

How an author builds credibility and

| trustworthiness

Words or passages an author uses to
activate emotions

TYPES OF APPEALS TO WAYS TO DEVELOP
_LOGOS _ETHOS

e Theories, scientific facts e Author’s

e Indicated meanings or profession/background
reasons (because...) : Author’s publication

e Literal or historical analogies | Appearing sincere, fair-

e Definitions ' minded, knowledgeable

e Factual data & statistics e Conceding to opposition

e Quotations when appropriate

e (Citations from Morally / ethically likeable
experts/authorities Appropriate language for

e Informed opinions audience and subject

e Examples (from real life) e Appropriate vocabulary

Personal anecdotes

Evokes a cognitive, rational response.
Readers get a sense of, “Oh, that
makes sense” or “Hmm, that really
doesn’t prove anything.”

. Effecton Audience

e Correct grammar
e Professional format

Eﬁéct on Audience

TYPES OF APPEALS TO
PATHOS

Emotionally loaded language
Vivid descriptions
Emotional examples
Anecdotes, testimonies, or
narratives about emotional
experiences or events
Figurative language
Emotional tone (humorous,
sarcastic, disappointed,
excited, etc.)

_Effect on Audience

. Helps reader to view the author as

' reliable, trustworthy, competent, or
- credible; reader might respect the

. author or his views.

How to erte About It

The author appeals to logos by
defining relevant terms, and then
supporting her claim with numerous
citations from authorities.

The author’s use of statistics and
expert testimony are convincing
appeals to logos.

Through his use of scientific
terminology, the author builds his
ethos by demonstrating expertise.

. The author’s

- credibility/reputation/believeability is
- developed as readers see that he is

' sympathetic to the struggles that

minorities face.

. How to Write AboutIt = [

Evokes an emotional response.
Persuasion by emotion (often eliciting
fear, sympathy, empathy, or anger).

_ How to Write AboutIt

By referencing 9/11, the author is
appealing to pathos. Specifically, she
is eliciting both sadness and anger
from her readers.

The author’s description of the child’s
cancer evoked sadness and guilt from
the audience.
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Directions: Read/highlight/annotate this letter from Toni Morrison to then Senator
Obama. This letter was later published in the New York Times. After reading, complete
the chart on page 2 of the work packet, providing direct quotations from the text
alongside your commentary and observations.

Dear Senator Obama,

This letter represents a first for me—a public endorsement of a Presidential candidate. I feel driven to let you
know why I am writing it. One reason is it may help gather other supporters; another is that this is one of those
singular moments that nations ignore at their peril. I will not rehearse the multiple crises facing us, but of one
thing I am certain: this opportunity for a national evolution (even revolution) will not come again soon, and I
am convinced you are the person to capture it.

May I describe to you my thoughts?

I have admired Senator Clinton for years. Her knowledge always seemed to me exhaustive; her negotiation of
politics expert. However I am more compelled by the quality of mind (as far as I can measure it) of a candidate.
I cared little for her gender as a source of my admiration, and the little I did care was based on the fact that no
liberal woman has ever ruled in America. Only conservative or “new-centrist” ones are allowed into that realm.
Nor do I care very much for your race[s]. I would not support you if that was all you had to offer or because it
might make me “proud.”

In thinking carefully about the strengths of the candidates, I stunned myself when I came to the following
conclusion: that in addition to keen intelligence, integrity and a rare authenticity, you exhibit something that has
nothing to do with age, experience, race or gender and something I don’t see in other candidates. That
something is a creative imagination which coupled with brilliance equals wisdom. It is too bad if we associate it
only with gray hair and old age. Or if we call searing vision naivete. Or if we believe cunning is insight. Or if
we settle for finessing cures tailored for each ravaged tree in the forest while ignoring the poisonous landscape
that feeds and surrounds it. Wisdom is a gift; you can’t train for it, inherit it, learn it in a class, or earn it in the
workplace-that access can foster the acquisition of knowledge, but not wisdom.

When, I wondered, was the last time this country was guided by such a leader? Someone whose moral center
was un-embargoed? Someone with courage instead of mere ambition? Someone who truly thinks of his
country’s citizens as “we,” not “they”? Someone who understands what it will take to help America realize the
virtues it fancies about itself, what it desperately needs to become in the world?

Our future is ripe, outrageously rich in its possibilities. Yet unleashing the glory of that future will require a
difficult labor, and some may be so frightened of its birth they will refuse to abandon their nostalgia for the
womb.

There have been a few prescient leaders in our past, but you are the man for this time.

Good luck to you and to us.

Toni Morrison



Rhetorical Situations Activity

Directions: Choose one of the rhetorical situations below and write a persuasive essay as if you are truly
addressing the audience described. Your goal is to convince them by clearly establishing your credibility
(ethos), using sound reasoning and evidence (logos), and appealing to their emotions and values (pathos).

Write your essay in a formal, cohesive format — no charts or bullet points. You should adopt the tone, style,
and structure appropriate for your chosen audience.

e Youare trying to persuade your skeptical parents that a “gap year” — taking a year off between high
school graduation and college — will be beneficial.

e You have been asked to make a presentation to your school’s principal and food service staff to propose
healthier food choices in the cafeteria at a time when the overall school budget is constrained.

* You are making the case for the purchase of a specific model and make of a car that will best fit your
family’s needs and resources.

* You are pitching a new club idea (e.g., mental wellness, environmental action, or coding) to your school
administration, explaining how it would benefit the student body.

e You are writing a letter to the school board to argue for a later start time for high schools in order to
improve student well-being and academic performance.
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Rhetorical Analysis of Visual Texts

Many visual texts are full-fledged arguments. Although they may not be written in paragraphs, or have a
traditional thesis, they are occasioned by specific circumstances, they have a purpose, and they make a claim to
support it with its appeals to emotion, authority and reason. Consider this cartoon, which cartoonist Tom
Toles drew after the death of civil rights icon Rosa Parks in 2006. Parks was the woman who in 1955 refused to
give up her seat on the bus in Montgomery; that act came to symbolize the struggle for racial equality in the
United States.

We can discuss the visual rhetorically. The occasion is the death of Rosa Parks. The speaker is Tom
Toles, a respected and award-winning political cartoonist. The audience is made up of readers of the
Washington Post and other newspapers — that is a very broad audience. The speaker can assume that his
audience shares his admiration and respect for Parks and that they view her passing as the loss of a public
figure as well as a private citizen whose courage and determination brought extraordinary results. The subject
is the legacy of Rosa Parks, a well-known person loved by so many.

Readers’ familiarity with Toles — along with his obvious respect for his subject — establishes his ethos.
The image of the cartoon appeals primarily to pathos. Toles shows Rosa Parks, who was a devout Christian, as
she is about to enter heaven through the pearly gates; they are attended by an angel, probably Saint Peter, who
is reading a ledger. Toles depicts Parks wearing a simple coat and carrying her purse, as she did while sitting
on the bus so many years ago. Her features are somewhat realistic and detailed, making her stand out despite
her modest posture and demeanor. The commentary on the bottom right reads, “We’ve been holding it open
since 1955,” a reminder that more than 50 years have elapsed since Parks resolutely sat where she pleased. The
caption can be viewed as an appeal to both logos and pathos. Some readers might even interpret it as a
criticism of how slow the country was to integrate and to pay tribute to Parks herself.

- Excerpted from The Language of Composition, 2" ed.

ROSA PARKS...
YES, WE HAVE
SOMETHING IN
THE FRONT Row
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Fill out the chart in work packet based on your analysis of the cover:

SOAPSTonE Element Your Analysis

S - Speaker Who is presenting this message (e.g., the magazine, editor, photographer)?

O - Occasion What is the context or background for this cover? (Date, event, issue focus)

A - Audience Who is the intended audience for this cover?

P - Purpose What is the magazine trying to accomplish or communicate with this cover?

S - Subject What is the main topic or issue addressed visually and textually?

T -- Tone What is the tone or mood of the cover (e.g., serious, celebratory, confrontational)?

E -- Exigence What specific situation or event prompted the creation of this cover? Why now?

6
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Four-Sentence Rhetorical Précis Template

1. s , in his/her ]
(author’s credentials-optional) (author’s first and last name) (genre)
( ), argues (or some other appropriate verb)
title of text date
that

(major assertion of author’s text)

2. He/She supports his/her claim by first

, then
, then
, and finally
3 purpose is to
(author’s last name) (purpose: persuade, inform, entertain, etc.)
in order to
(to accomplish what?)
4. He/She a(n) tone for
(verb: adopts, establishes, creates, etc.) (tone descriptive: confident, hostile)

(intended audience)
7
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Rhetorical précis model: “What I Saw When I Rode Out Florence”
In his op-ed piece for The New York Times, “How I Rode Out Florence” (18 September 2018), novelist
Taylor Brown illustrates that although Mother Nature wreaked havoc on the Carolina landscape, she was
unable to quash the spirit of survivors, who closed ranks to face her wrath. Brown supports his assertion
first by explaining that his circumstances made fleeing the storm a formidable task, although he was
fortunate enough to have that decision to make, unlike many Carolinians who had no recourse but to
shelter at a gym, then recounting the storm’s fury, which awakened them with “a heavy thump” to stare
transfixed at the violence, then giving examples of “haunting, heartbreaking” text updates of the water
rising ever higher into the homes of friends and relatives over the next few days, and finally, detailing
anecdotes of neighbors helping neighbors, as when one siphoned gas from his own car to power the
refrigerator at a local deli. Brown'’s purpose is to describe living through a hurricane with readers who
had followed the news of Florence’s deadly destruction for days in order to help them feel the sense of
community that disasters can engender. His tone is both humble and awestruck at the might of the storm,

and at the tenacity of human nature.



.Superman and Me
By Sherman Alexie

[ learned to read with a Superman comic book. Simple enough, I suppose. I
cannot recall which particular Superman comic book I read, nor can I remember which
villain he fought in that issue. I cannot remember the plot, nor the means by which I
obtained the comic book. What I can remember is this: I was 3 years old, a Spokane
Indian boy living with his family on the Spokane Indian Reservation in eastern
Washington state. We were poor by most standards, but one of my parents usually
managed to find some minimum-wage job or another, which made us middle-class by
reservation standards. I had a brother and three sisters. We lived on a combination of
irregular paychecks, hope, fear and government surplus food.

My father, who is one of the few Indians who went to Catholic school on purpose,
was an avid reader of westerns, spy thrillers, murder mysteries, gangster epics,
basketball player biographies and anything else he could find. He bought his books by
the pound at Dutch's Pawn Shop, Goodwill, Salvation Army and Value Village. When he
had extra money, he bought new novels at supermarkets, convenience stores and
hospital gift shops. Our house was filled with books. They were stacked in crazy piles in
the bathroom, bedrooms and living room. In a fit of unemployment-inspired creative
energy, my father built a set of bookshelves and soon filled them with a random
assortment of books about the Kennedy assassination, Watergate, the Vietnam War and
the entire 23-book series of the Apache westerns. My father loved books, and since I
loved my father with an aching devotion, I decided to love books as well.

[ can remember picking up my father's books before I could read. The words

themselves were mostly foreign, but I still remember the exact moment when I first
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understood, with a sudden clarity, the purpose of a paragraph. I didn't have the

vocabulary to say "paragraph," but I realized that a paragraph was a fence that held
words. The words inside a paragraph worked together for a common purpose. They had
some specific reason for being inside the same fence. This knowledge delighted me. I
began to think of everything in terms of paragraphs. Our reservation was a small
paragraph within the United States. My family's house was a paragraph, distinct from the
other paragraphs of the LeBrets to the north, the Fords to our south and the Tribal
School to the west. Inside our house, each family member existed as a separate
paragraph but still had genetics and common experiences to link us. Now, using this
logic, I can see my changed family as an essay of seven paragraphs: mother, father,
older brother, the deceased sister, my younger twin sisters and our adopted little brother.

At the same time I was seeing the world in paragraphs, I also picked up that
Superman comic book. Each panel, complete with picture, dialogue and narrative was a
three-dimensional paragraph. In one panel, Superman breaks through a door. His suit is
red, blue and yellow. The brown door shatters into many pieces. I look at the narrative
above the picture. I cannot read the words, but I assume it tells me that "Superman is
breaking down the door." Aloud, I pretend to read the words and say, "Superman is
breaking down the door." Words, dialogue, also float out of Superman's mouth. Because
he is breaking down the door, I assume he says, "I am breaking down the door." Once
again, I pretend to read the words and say aloud, "I am breaking down the door" In this
way, I learned to read.

This might be an interesting story all by itself. A little Indian boy teaches himself
to read at an early age and advances quickly. He reads "Grapes of Wrath" in

kindergarten when other children are struggling through "Dick and Jane." If he'd been

1V



. a;nything but an Indian boy living on the reservation, he migllltlhave been called a
prodigy. But he is an Indian boy living on the reservation and is simply an o.ddity. He
grows into a man who often speaks of his childhood in the third-person, as if it will
somehow dull the pain and make him sound more modest about his talents.

A smart Indian is a dangerous person, widely feared and ridiculed by Indians and
non-Indians alike. I fought with my classmates on a daily basis. They wanted me to stay
quiet when the non-Indian teacher asked for answers, for volunteers, for help. We were
Indian children who were expected to be stupid. Most lived up to those expectations
inside the classroom but subverted them on the outside. They struggled with basic
reading in school but could remember how to sing a few dozen powwow songs. They
were monosyllabic in front of their non-Indian teachers but could tell complicated stories
and jokes at the dinner table. They submissively ducked their heads when confronted by
a non-Indian adult but would slug it out with the Indian bully who was 10 years older. As
Indian children, we were expected to fail in the non-Indian world. Those who failed were
ceremonially accepted by other Indians and appropriately pitied by non-Indians.

I refused to fail. I was smart. I was arrogant. [ was lucky. I read books late into

the night, until I could barely keep my eyes open. 1 read books at recess, then during
lunch, and in the few minutes left after I had finished my classroom assignments. I read
books in the car when my family traveled to powwows or basketball games. In shopping
malls, I ran to the bookstores and read bits and pieces of as many books as I could. I
read the books my father brought home from the pawnshops and secondhand. I read the
books I borrowed from the library. I read the backs of cereal boxes. I read the

newspaper. I read the bulletins posted on the walls of the school, the clinic, the tribal

offices, the post office. I read junk mail. I read auto-repair manuals. I read magazines. |

11
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read anything that had words and paragraphs. I read with equal parts joy and

desperation. I loved those books, but I also knew that love had only one purpose. I was
trying to save my life.

Despite all the books I read, I am still surprised I became a writer. I was going to
be a pediatrician. These days, I write novels, short stories, and poems. I visit schools
and teach creative writing to Indian kids. In all my years in the reservation school
system, I was never taught how to write poetry,' short stories or novels. I was certainly
never taught that Indians wrote poetry, short stories and novels. Writing was something
beyond Indians. I cannot recall a single time that a guest teacher visited the reservation.
There must have been visiting teachers. Who were they? Where are they now? Do they
exist? [ visit the schools as often as possible. The Indian kids crowd the classroom.
Many are writing their own poems, short stories and novels. They have read my books.
They have read many other books. They look at me with bright eyes and arrogant
wonder. They are trying to save their lives. Then there are the sullen and already
defeated Indian kids who sit in the back rows and ignore me with theatrical precision.
The pages of their notebooks are empty. They carry neither pencil nor pen. They stare
out the window. They refuse and resist. "Books," I say to them. "Books," I say. I throw
my weight against their locked doors. The door holds. I am smart. I am arrogant.

I am lucky. I am trying to save our lives.

12
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H. L. MENCKEN

Henry Louts Mencken (1880-1956) was a native of Baltimore, where

for four décades he worked as newspaper reporter, editor, and colum-
nist. In the 1920s, his boisterous, cynical observations on American -~
life, appearing regularly in The Smart Set and later in The American
Mercury (which he founded and edited), made him probably the
most widely quoted writer in the country. As an editor and literary
critic, Mencken championed Sinclair Lewis, Theodore Dreiser, and
other realistic writers. As a social critic, he leveled blasts at pomp,
hypocrisy, and the middle classes (whom he labeled “the booboisie”).
(The publication of Thé Diary of H. L. Mencken in 1989 revealed
more of its author’s outspoken opinions and touched off a contro-
versy: Was Mencken a bigot? The debate goes on.) In 1933, when
Mencken’s attempts to laugh off the Depression began to ring hollow,

his magazine died. He then devoted himself to revising and supple-
menting The American Language (4th ed., 1948), his learned and
highly entertaining survey of a nation’s speech habits and vocabulary.
Two dozen of Mencken’s books are now in print, including A
Mencken Chrestomathy (1949), a representative selection of his best
writings of various kinds; and A Choice of Days (1980), a selection ;
from his memoirs.

The Penalty of Death

Above all, Mencken was a humorist whose thought had a serious
core. He argues by first making the reader’s jaw drop, then inducing a
laugh, and finally causing the reader to ponder, “Hmmmm—what if
he’s right?” The following still-controversial essay, from Prejudices,
Fifth Series (1926), shows Mencken the persuader in top form as
he argues in favor of capital punishment. In the essay following
Mencken’s, Michael Kroll takes a very different approach to arguing
about the same issue.

Of the arguments against capital punishment that issue from up- 1
lifters, two are commonly heard most often, to wit:

1. That hanging a man (or frying him or gassing him) is a dreadful
business, degrading to those who have to do it and revolting to
those who have to witness it.

2. That it is useless, for it does not deter others from the same crime.

The first of these arguments, it seems to me, is plainly too weak to
need serious refutation. All it says, in brief, is that the work of the
hangman is unpleasant. Granted. But suppose it is? It may be quite
necessary to society for all that. There are, indeed, many other jobs that

470
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are unpleasant, and yet no one thinks of abolishing them —that of the
plumber, that of the soldier, that of the garbageman, that of the priest
hearing confessions, that of the sandhog, and so on. Moreover, what
evidence is there that any actual hangman complains of his work? I
have heard none. On the contrary, | have known many who delighted
in their ancient art, and practiced it proudly.

In the second argument of the abolitionists there is rather more
force, but even here, I believe, the ground under them is shaky. Their
fundamental error consists in assuming that the whole aim of punish-
ing criminals is to deter other (potential) criminals— that we hang or
electrocute A simply in order to so alarm B that he will not kill C. This,
I believe, is an assumption which confuses a part with the whole. De-
terrence, obviously, is one of the aims of punishment, but it is surely not
the only one. On the contrary, there are at least a half dozen, and some
are probably quite as important. At least one of them, practically con-
sidered, is more important. Commonly, it is described as revenge, but
revenge is really not the word for it. I borrow asbetter term from the late
Aristotle: katharsis. Katharsis, so used, means a salubrious discharge of
emotions, a healthy letting off of steam. A schoolboy, disliking his
teacher, deposits a tack upon the pedagogical chair; the teacher jumps
and the boy laughs. This is katharsis. What I contend is that one of the
prime objects of all judicial punishments is to afford the same grateful
relief (a) to the immediate victims of the criminal punished, and (b) to
the general body of moral and timorous men.

These persons, and particularly the first group, are concerned only
indirectly with deterring other criminals. The thing they crave primar-
ily is the satisfaction of seeihg the criminal actually before them suffer
as he made them suffer. What they want is the peace of mind that goes
with the feeling that accounts are squared. Until they get that satisfac-
tion they are in a state of emotional tension, and hence unhappy. The
instant they get it they are comfortable. I do not argue that this yearn-
ing is noble; I simply argue that it is almost universal among human be-
ings. In the face of injuries that are unimportant and can be borne
without damage it may yield to higher impulses; that is to say, it may
yield to what is called Christian charity. But when the injury is serious
Christianity is adjourned, and even saints reach for their sidearms. It is
plainly asking too much of human nature to expect it to conquer so nat-
ural an impulse. A keeps a store and has a bookkeeper, B. B steals $700,
employs it in playing at dice or bingo, and is cleaned out. What is A to
do? Let B go? If he does so he will be unable to sleep at night. The sense
of injury, of injustice, of frustration will haunt him like pruritus. So he
turns B over to the police, and they-hustle B to prison. Thereafter A
can sleep. More, he has pleasant dreams. He pictures B chained to the
wall of a dungeon a hundred feef underground, devoured by rats and

4




472 Argument and Persuasion

scorpions. It is so agreeable that it makes him forget his $700. He has
got his katharsis. 3
The same thing precisely takes place on a larger scale when there js {

a crime which destroys a whole community’s sense of security. Everé__
law-abiding citizen feels menaced and frustrated until the criminalg
have been struck down—until the communal capacity to get ever ]
with themand more than even, has been dramatically demonstrated.
Here, manifestly, the business of deterring others is no more than an af-
terthought. The main thing is to destroy the concrete scoundrels whose |
act has alarmed everyone, and thus made everyone unhappy. Until *
they are brought to book that unhappiness continues; when the law has |
been executed upon them there is a sigh of relief. In other words, there *
is katharsis. .
I know of no public demand for the death penalty for ordinary |
crimes, even for ordinary homicides. Its infliction would shock all men
of normal decency of feeling. But for crimes involving the deliberate }
and inexcusable taking of human life, by men openly defiant of all civ 4
ilized order—for such crimes it seems, to nine men out of ten, a just i
and proper punishment. Any lesser penalty leaves them feeling tha i}
the criminal has got the better of society—that he is free to add insult
to injury by laughing. That feeling can be dissipated only by a recourse |
to katharsis, the invention of the aforesaid Aristotle. It is more effec-
tively and economically achieved, as human nature now is, by wafting 4
the criminal to realms of bliss.”
* The real objection to capital punishment doesn’t lie against the ac-
tual extermination of the condemned, but against our brutal American 3
habit of putting it off so long. After all, every one of us must die soon %
or late, and a murderer, it must be assumed, is one who makes that sad A
fact the cornerstone of his metaphysic. But it is one thing to die, and
quite another thing to lie for long months and even years under the
shadow of death. No sane man would choose such a finish. All of us;
despite the Prayer Book, long for a swift and unexpected end. Unhap-
pily, a murderer, under the irrational American system, is tortured for
what, to him, must seem a whole series of eternities. For months on end:
he sits in prison while his lawyers carry on their idiotic buffoonery with
writs, injunctions, mandamuses, and appeals. In order to get his money
(or that of his friends) they have to feed him with hope. Now and then;§
by the imbecility of a judge or some trick of juridic science, they actus;
ally justify it. But let us say that, his money all gone, they finally throw:
up their hands. Their client is now ready for the rope or the chair. But!
he must still wait for months before it fetches him. i
That wait, I believe, is horribly cruel. I have seen more than on€j
man sitting in the death-house, and I don’t want to see any more;
Worse, it is wholly useless. Why should he wait at all? Why not hang

him the day after the last court dissipates his last hope? Why torture
him as not even cannibals would torture their victims? The common
answer is that he must have time to make his peace with God. But how
long does that take? It may be accomplished, I believe, in two hours
quite as comfortably as in two years. There are, indeed, no temporal
limitations upon God. He could forgive a whole herd of murderers in a
millionth of a second. More, it has been done.

)
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MICHAEL KROLL

MicuaeL KroLL is a writer and investigator specializing in the criminal

justice system. Born in 1943 and raised in rural California, Kroll
graduated in 1965 from the University of California at Berkeley with
a B.A. in pplitical science. For almost two decades he has been a jour-
nalist and editor with the Pacific News Service, writing about juve-
nile justice, capital punishment, and prisons. His articles have
appeared in periodicals such as the Los Angeles Times, the New York
Times, California Lawyer, and The Progressive, and he has been a guest
on talk shows. With a special interest in capital punishment, Kroll
also founded the Death Penalty Information Center in Washington,
D.C., and he conducts investigations on behalf of prisonets who are
condemned to death.

The Unquiet Death of Robert Harris

- Kroll met Robert Alton Harris in 1984, when Harris was awaiting ex-
ecution for the 1978 murders of two teenagers. The two men became
friends, giving Kroll a uniquely personal view of Harris’s long journey
to the gas chamber and to death on April 21, 1992. In this narrative

* of the journey’s end, published in The Nation a few months afterward,
Kroll makes an argument against what he witnessed. Contrast this es-
say with the previous one, H. L. Mencken’s “The Penalty of Death.”

“Ladies and gentlemen. Please stay in your places until your escort
comes for you. Follow your escort, as instructed. Thank you.”

The words were spoken in the manner of the operator of the
Jungle Cruise at Disneyland: well-rehearsed and “professional.” They
were spoken by the public information officer of California’s San Quen-
tin penitentiary, Vernell Crittendon, as we waited to be ushered out of
the gas chamber where my friend Robert Harris was slumped over, dead,
in Chair B.

When not conveying us to and from the gas chamber, our “escorts”
guarded us in a small, tidy office with barred windows facing the east
gate, where a circus of media lights lit up the night sky, letting us see sil-
houettes in the darkness. There were two desks, the exact number 0
straight-backed chairs needed to accommodate us, some nineteen-cent
bags of potato chips, a couple of apples and bananas, and bad coffee-

We—a psychologist and lawyer who knew Robert Harris profes:
sionally, his brother Randy, whom he had designated to witness the
gassing, and I, a close friend for nearly a decade—had entered at the
west gate at 10 p.M. as instructed to present our credentials (a written
invitation from Warden Daniel Vasquez himself) and submit to a thor-
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ough pat-down search and a metal detector. Our escorts took us in a
prison van to the front of the old fortress and escorted us up a few steps
into the office of one G. Mosqueda, program administrator. Then we
began what we thought at the time would be a short vigil. It turned out
to be eight hours.
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our marching orders. “When the phone rings and I get the order to go,
stand and follow me quickly.” The phone, which had the kind of clang-
ing ring that scares you to death even when you are not already scared
to death, rang many times that night, and each time our hearts stopped.
But the call did not come at midnight. It did not come for a long time.
With no television to inform us, we waited, hour after hour, wondering
what was happening, drinking bad coffee and asking to be escorted to
the bathroom.

Later, we learned that in those hours the U.S. Court of Appeals for
the Ninth Circuit had granted three stays of execution. One concerned
newly discovered evidence that Robert’s brother Danny, who had par-
ticipated in the crime but served fewer than four years in exchange for
his testimony against Robert, had actually fired the first shot. The two
other stays— including one signed by ten judges—were based on the
pending suit challenging the constitutionality of cyanide gas as a
method of execution. Each of the three stays was dissolved by the U.S.
Supreme Court.

Finally, a little after three o’clock, the call came and Mendez
said, “Now.”

We followed him into the freezing, brilliant night, but Mendez
stopped us just short of the entrance to the gas chamber. Shivering, we
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watched the ather witnesses being. led out of the cold—the media into
one building opposite the gas chamber and the victims' family mem-
bers into the East Block visiting room just beyond it. After a while, re-
sponding to words coming over his walkie-talkie that I could not hear,
Mendez led us into the main visiting room to our immediate right.
had been in this room many times, but never at night, and never, as
now, was it deserted of staff and inmates. :

Finally the wait was over. Mendez spoke into his walkie-talkie.
“Okay,” he said, and then turned his attention to us. “Let’s go.”

We, the family and friends of the condemned, were led to risers
along a wall behind and to the left of the chamber. Three burly guards
brought Robert in and strapped him quickly to Chair B. His back was
to us. He could see us only by craning his neck and peering over his left
shoulder. From behind him, 1 looked over his right shoulder into the
unblinking red eye of the video camera that was trained on his face
in order to assist U.S. District Judge Marilyn Patel in determining
whether death by lethal gas is cruel and unusual punishment. He
peered around the room, making eye contact, smiling and nodding at
people he knew. I held my breath. A guard’s digital watch started beep-
ing. She smiled sheepishly and covered it with her sleeve.

Minutes passed. Some people whispered. Some smiled. And then
the phone rang. The phone to the gas chambér rings for only one rea-
son: A stay of execution has been granited. But nothing happened. No-
body moved—nobody except Robert, that is, who twisted and turned
trying to figure out what was happening. He peered down between his
legs to see if he could see the vat of acid beneath him. He sniffed the air
and mouthed the words, “Pull it.” More minutes passed. He peered over
his left shoulder where I was just out his line of vision. “Where’s Mike?
he mouthed. :

1 jumped down to the lower riser and walked over to the window.
A female guard ordered me back to my place, but not before Robert saw
me, smiled, and settled down.

Ten minutes after the phone rang, the gas chamber door was
opened and the three guards unfastened Robert and took him from the
chamber. Nothing like that had ever happened in the history of the gas
chamber. (I later learned that during that eternity, California’s attorney
general, Dan Lungren, had been on'the phone to the clerk of the U.S.
Supreme Court informing him that Robert was in the chamber. Lun-
gren begged the justices to ‘overturn the stay. But the court wanted 0
read what circuit court Judge Harry Pregerson had written in the fourth
and last stay of execution, so Lungren was told to take Robert from the
chamber.) ; .

We were escorted back to Mosqueda’s office to continue waiting. 1
shook uncontrollably for a long time, and cried openly. My escort sug”
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gested needed medical attention, hinting I might have to leave. [
forced back my tears and pulled myself together, although I could not
stop trembling.

We resumed the grim vigil, cut off from the outside world. Just af-
ter six in the morning, I saw the witnesses from the victims’ families be-
ing led past our window toward the chamber. Some were laughing. As
honored guests, they had been playing video games, napping in the
warden’s home, and eating specially prepared food. My heart stopped.
Something was happening. Karen, the lawyer with us, called the office
where lawyers who supported Harris had gathered, and was told the

stay of execution was still in place. But, as with the aborted execution

attempt, they were the last to know.

Within fifteen seconds, the phone clattered to life, and Mendez
told us the stay had been dissolved. (He did not tell us the Supreme
Court had ordered all federal courts to enter no more stays of execution
regardless of the issues.) We were going again.

Quickly we moved through the chill dawn air toward the chamber.
Randy whispered in my ear, “Slow down.” Near the entrance, Vernell
Critténdon stood watching the procession move smoothly into the
chamber. He pumped his upturned fist three times, the way football

- players do when their team has scored.

v

When they brought Robert in, he was grim-faced, tired and ashen.
Beyond the horror of having stood at the brink of the abyss just two and
2 half hours before, he had been up for several days and nights. He was
under horrific pressure. Again, he nodded to acquaintances. He did not

- smile. He faced to his right and said “I'm sorry” to the father of murder
. victim Michael Baker. He craned his neck left once more and nodded

- quickly toward us. “It’s all right,” he reassured us. After about two min-

. utes, he sniffed the air, then breathed deeply several times.

His head began to roll and his eyes closed, then opened again. His
head dropped, then came up with an abrupt jerk, and rolled some more.

It was grotesque and hideous, and I Jooked away. When I looked back, .

" his head came up again, and I covered my mouth. Randy was whim-

pering in pain next to me, and we clutched each other. The lawyer,

* sobbing audibly, put her arms around us and tried to comfort us. I could
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£ not stop shivering. Reverend Harris, Robert’s second cousin and spiri-

tual adviser, who had been with Robert in the holding cell almost un-
til the moment they took him away, whispered, “He’s ready. He was
tired. It’s all right. His punishment is over.”

He writhed for seven minutes, his head falling on his chest, saliva
drooling from his open mouth. He lifted his head again and again.
Seven minutes. A lifetime. Nine more minutes passed with his head
slumped on his chest. His heart, a survivor’s heart, had kept pumping

" for nine more minutes, while we held each other. Some of the witnesses
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