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Capital punishment returning?

Pondera County Sheriff Walt Hammermeister is 
ready and waiting. He’s done his homework well. 
Along with Cascade County Sheriff John Krsul, Ham
mermeister has been planning his debut in what will 
be Montana’s first public execution in 43 years. I t’s a 
big job. Hammermeister must be a big man. In an As
sociated Press story appearing two Sundays ago in the 
Great Falls Tribune, Hammermeister was inter
viewed concerning the preparation he’s done for a pos
sible execution. He said, “We have all the information 
compiled so there’s no big problem if the opportunity 
comes.” And the opportunity, I regret to say, appears 
to be coming.

Two Fridays ago the Montana State Supreme Court 
upheld this state’s capital punishment laws as con
stitutional by a 4-1 vote, and in the process upheld the 
conviction of Duncan P. McKenzie in the Lana 
Harding murder case. McKenzie is expected to appeal 
the decision, but even as he does Hammermeister and 
Krsul seem to be licking their chops in joyous anticipa
tion. They have plans already composed for the gal
lows, though no constructioon has been scheduled— 
yet. The Tribune also reported that “a reference 
source (used by the Sheriffs) has been an Army 
manual which gives details for an efficient gallows and 
describes the soaking, stretching and drying necessary 
for the rope used.”

All I can say is that Hammermeister and squad must 
not get the chance to try their rope. With all this 
deliberate and diligent preparation, I doubt that they 
would muff it.

I wonder. I truly wonder. Hammermeister is an ex
ample, albeit extreme, of the American’s inveterate 
fondness for Capital Punishment. Society’s emotion 
has so eclipsed its reason that it cries out for the blood- 
in-return of every offender. I can see this attitude even 
more manifested in judges, whom we trust to make 
reasonable decisions, and the voters, who should be 
reasonable people. Justice John Conway Harrison, in 
his supporting opinion in the McKenzie case, writes 
that “the people of Montana voted, for 147,023 and 
against 77,733, to retain the death penalty. Such a vote, 
so recently, negates any argument that the death 
penalty violates contemporary standards of decency.” 
Contemporary standards? That is the equivalent of 
saying that there is no absolute truth to be found in 
morality. He is saying that right and wrong exist only 
at the whim of a crowd, a crowd which in many cases 
is blinded by emotions...Can any human believe it? 
Will any of us here stand up and say that the govern
ment of the people can decide what people shall live, 
and who shall die?

We do have absolutes. It may be argued by people of 
varying philosophies where these moral absolutes 
come from, but we still possess them. One of these 
standards is that murder is wrong, and should be 
avoided at any cost, no m atter who, were, when, and
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how. The Law of a Society should do its best to reflect 
the moral absolutes in its code. But what is it doing? It 
is committing another crime, worse than the first. I 
believe that when a crime is committed and then it is 
paraded around as a good, the crime then becomes 
two. One murder is bad enough, but when we say a 
murder is justified by revenge of any “benefits” to the 
majority, it is all the worse: Two crimes have been 
committed. One definite evil against the first victim, 
and one greater evil (greater because it was thought to 
be good) against all society.

McKenzie’s defense had contended that capital 
punishment constitutes a “ cruel and unusual 
punishment.” Justice Harrison could find no merit in 
this argument. I surely could.

Capital punishment IS cruel. In his essay “Reflec
tions on the Guillotine,” Albert Camus wrote concern
ing a report to the French Academy of Medicine by 
two Doctors, Piedelievre and Fournier. He quoted 
these men, and I take the liberty to pass it on:

If we may be permitted to give our opi nion 
(concerning decapitation), such sights are rightfully 
painful. The blood flows from the blood vessels at 
the speed of the severed carotids, then it coagulates, 
he muscles contract and their fibrillation is stupify- 
ing, the intestines ripple and the heart moves ir
regularly, incompletely, fascinatingly. The mouth 
puckers at certain moments in a terrible pout. It is 
true that in the severed head the eyes are motionless 
with dlated pupils; fortunately they look at nothing 
and, if they are devoid of the cloudiness and 
opalescence of the corpse, they have no motion; 
their transparence belongs to life, but their fixity to 
death. All this can last minutes, even hours, in sound 
specimens: death is not immediate...Thus, every 
vital element survives decapitation. The doctor is 
left with this impression of a horrible experience, of 
a murderous vivisection, followed by a premature 
burial.
Of course, you may just say that it’s just the guil

lotine, that barbaric instrument developed by those 
crude French. We Americans are more sophisticated. 
We hang 'em. We sure do. We string a cord around 
their trembling necks. We open a trap door. We let 
them fall. . . The rope tightens, pulls, stretches, pulls,
chokes.....Our victims gasp, wretch, gasp and choke ..
. and in a clean, crip snap the neck is broken. Death is 
death, either by blade or by cord.

Capital punishment IS unusual in two ways. First, no 
animal kills its own in revenge. Members of one tribe 
do not extinguish their own. The death penalty is uni
quely and unusually human. Secondly, capital punish
ment, as Camus writes, is done to support a rationale 
that the public fails to believe in. The entire concept is 
one large hypocrisy of contradiction. Society says that 
capital punishment is a deterrent to crime, an exam
ple to the rest of society. We kill others to deter others 
ffrom killing. If so, why doesn’t the public get to 
watch? Why aren’t pictures ever published in the new
spapers, like the ones shown as evidence in McKen
zie’s trial? If you wish to scare and deter the public, 
show them the body. Don’t hush it up. If capital punish
ment is right, let’s glorify it and use it. Most murders 
are committed in emotional frenzies, anyway. A 
criminal in such a state would not even think about be
ing caught. And those criminals who do premeditate 
their crimes they are more fascinated by the threat of 
the death penalty. If they were scared of it, they 
wouldn’t kill.

But society doesn’t believe itself. We know that it is 
wrong. But blood will satisfy that deep thirst for 
revenge. All the Death Penalty is, is a penalty for 
penalty’s sake. As Camus says, it is retaliation and 
revenge in the Crudest sense of the word.

And thus Montana moves toward a state of frightful 
emotional frenzy as it attempts to kill Duncan McKen
zie. It musn’t happen, people. We cannot let it happen. 
Those of us who call themselves Catholics or Chris
tians better not let it happen or they can go dig 
themselves up another fancy name to call themselves. 
His blood will be on our hands. All of us. We are all 
murderers, but still we parade around in our suits of 
righteousness, glorifying each other. McKenzie knows 
whether he killed or not. Our crime is much worse, 
because we kill and say we don’t. If one of us deserves 
to be killed, then all of us do. None of us are fit to 
judge, especially those who are already tightening the 
noose.

Joe Sherman

The Waking

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.
I feel my fate in what I cannot fear.
I learn by going where I have to go.

We think by feeling. What is there to know?
I hear my being dance from ear to ear.
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.

Of those so close beside me, which are you?
God bless the ground! I shall walk softly there,
And learn by going where I have to go.

Light takes ther tree; but who can tell us how?
The lowly worm climbs up a winding stair ;
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.

Great nature has another thing to do 
To you and me; so take the lively air,
And, lovely, learn by going where to go.

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.
What falls away is always. And is near.
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.
I learn by going where I havr to go.

—Theodore Roethke

Hilltopper 
Then -  Now
Greetings, fellow Carroll 

students! I hope the school 
year is going great. You’ve 
heard from me before. I ’m 
the one who entered a let
ter about “ volunteering 
your t im e ”  into your 
campus mailbox. Out of 
the more than 800 copies 
put out, four of those let
ters were returned to me, 
therefore four volunteers. 
Since that time I have got
ten three more volunteers. 
Counting myself and two 
paid assistants, we ten 
have a large job ahead. It 
is our commission to com
plete a task that oft times 
requires a minimum of 
twenty persons. But this 
small group is large com
pared to the three persons 
who attempted to complete 
the task last year.

Some persons would 
ridicule the leader of that 
small band for not having 
completed the task. The 
ridicule is rightly placed to 
the degree that FIRST that 
leader did not deliver on 
his promise, and SECOND, 
that leader did not seek as
sistance actively enough. 
But all of this is water un
der the bridge and I’ve 
been assured by a very 
knowledgeable person in 
these affairs that this non
completion is not that un
common an occurrence.

Beyond all that history 
we have now the present. I, 
Doug Lowney, editor of the 
76-77 HILLTOPPER an
nual will com plete my 
task. The yearbook I and 
my staff will produce will 
be a book to remember. I 
thank that staff graciously

for volunteering time. If 
you have time to help, we 
will be excited to have you 
join us. Please drop me a 
line in the campus mail. 
Off campus people, you 
will find volunteer forms 
and suggestion sheets in 
the lower foyer of O’Con
nell Hall. I hope you take 
advantage of this oppor
tunity to become more in
volved. The eighteen peo
ple who responded to our 
suggestion sheets have had 
an impact on our plans — 
you can too!

Let me further explain 
myself on last year’s HIL
LTOPPER. The publica
tion was not completed. 
The ASCC, under whose 
authority  this book is 
produced, has asked me to 
combine the 1975-76 HIL
LTOPPER into the 76-77 
book. This task is well un
der way and I thank the 
Senate for having set my 
course in relationship to 
that ill-fated publication.

This is a great year for 
Carroll College, despite 
those oft tim es over
emphasized problems. I ’m 
no idealist, as those who 
know me can, I hope, attest 
to. I realize there is con
flict on campus and I’m 
concerned. Yet I ask that 
we stand straight, look 
ahead, see the beauty of 
God’s world, and smile. 
With this attitude and lots 
of work, the HILLTOP
PER staff, with you in
cluded, can capture the 
greatness of this academic 
and human environment 
called Carroll College.


