LOG-LINE

In 1991, Warren McCleskey, an African American death-row inmate
whose case twice made U.S. Supreme Court history, was executed
in the State of Georgia. Shortly before his controversial execution,
he befriended a troubled white teenager. Through letters and an
unprecedented prison visit, the boy’s life was forever changed.
McCleskey is the compelling true story of that unlikely friendship
set against an example of brazen misconduct in our contemporary
justice system.
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SYNOPSIS

Michael is a troubled suburban teenager. At odds with his
parents while treading on thin ice with the law, he is discovering
girls, wrestling with academics and struggling with his future.
Mandated to become a pen-pal to a death-row inmate in exchange
for juvenile detention, Michael unexpectedly befriends Warren
McCleskey – a convicted cop killer on Georgia’s death row. Through
a life-changing correspondence, Michael embarks on an unlikely
friendship with a man scheduled to be executed in a Georgia State
electric chair.

STORY

A dramatic narrative in the vein of Dead Man Walking, The
Hurricane and Finding Forrester, McCleskey will resonate more
as a character-driven piece than historical biopic. The filmmakers
intend on creating a highly compelling film experience employing
a cinema-verite style of filmmaking. The screenplay will draw
carefully from the fragility of the human condition while, at the
same time, expose a gritty and intimate glimpse of life on death
row and its harrowing denouement.

BACKGROUND

Warren McCleskey was the 15th person in the state of Georgia
to be executed since the Supreme Court cleared the way in 1976
for states to resume capital punishment. His case produced two
landmark rulings in death penalty law. In the last major challenge
to the constitutionality of the death penalty, the U.S. Supreme
Court voted 5-4 that the death penalty was legal despite statistics
evidencing those who kill Caucasians are far more frequently
sentenced to death than are those who kill African Americans.
The Court also voted 6-3 that McCleskey’s claim that his sentence
was tainted by information withheld from the jury should be
rejected because he failed to make the claim on his first habeas
corpus petition. Consequently, the Court implemented strict new
guidelines that sharply curtailed the ability of death row inmates
and other state prisoners to pursue multiple Federal court appeals.

THEMES

At its core, McCleskey is a simple yet powerful story of two
friends who come to love each other through impossible odds.
The primary themes in McCleskey are friendship, grace and
redemption. A rare and unlikely relationship transcending the
limitations of race, age and freedom. How a young, white man
from a Georgia suburb befriends a hardened, black death-row
inmate and is radically changed forever. How a handful of letters
and an unprecedented prison visit alters the course of his life by
introducing him to the redemptive power of grace: the governing
force which discerns that all human beings—the forgotten, the
misunderstood, the ignored, and the unforgiven—despite their
terrible mistakes, have one need in common, to be loved.
Secondary themes of McCleskey include the racially, legally and
spiritually-charged aspects of Warren McCleskey’s life and death.
Although his involvement in a botched robbery attempt left an
Atlanta police-officer dead, he was sentenced to die primarily
because of the false testimony of a jailhouse informant that lied in
exchange for leniency in his own unrelated case. This testimony was
illegally initiated and hidden by the prosecution for over ten years.
Consequently, McCleskey’s case 1) made United States Supreme
Court history twice 2) introduced a ground-breaking statistical
study 3) spanned 13 years, 18 appeals and $2.5 million in legal fees
4) garnered the interest of Coretta Scott-King, Joseph Lowery and
Nelson Mandela among other notable personal and public figures.

STRUCTURE

Finally, an underlying theme woven throughout McCleskey is the
undying quest for justice and the improbable ways in which we
find hope.
The film will be crafted so audiences have the opportunity to invest
in richly drawn characters set against a significant legal, racial
and spiritual backdrop. By forcing us to reserve our judgments,
the structure of the film will build primarily around character and
story. Woven in are the insightful flashbacks exploring McCleskey’s
childhood and life of crime prior to landing on death row. By
creating a visually stunning juxtaposition between the two worlds
these characters live in, we will present a dramatic, rhythmic and
contemplative film; one that will not preach or purport to have the
answers to deficiencies of the modern-day criminal justice system.
Instead, it will insightfully take the audience on a compassionate
journey through the human condition.
The filmmakers intend on shooting McCleskey on location
throughout the State of Georgia.
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MARKET

Everyone loves a true story.
Audiences have clearly exhibited this by spending an average of
$114,842,600 at the box office on these five films alone: Pursuit
of Happyness, Erin Brokovich, Walk the Line, Schindler’s List and
World Trade Center. Spanning from 1993-2007, they are among the
top thirty highest grossing films of all time based on true stories.
Audiences love films set in or about prison and the incarcerated.

The Green Mile, The Hurricane, Dead Man Walking and Shawshank
Redemption are filmic examples set in or about prison and
collectively yielded $255,205,000 at the North American box office.
Audiences love heartfelt dramatic stories that explore the human
condition, that contain redemptive themes and portray challenging
characters overcoming great odds.

Blind Side, Precious, The Fighter, The Pursuit of Happyness,
Remember the Titans, Million Dollar Baby, Ray, Ali, The Hurricane
and Malcolm X and are among a handful of such films that
collectively brought in a staggering $1,008,167,620 at the box office
over the last few decades. Because McCleskey is based on and
inspired by a true story, is set in prison and provides electrifying
roles for African-Americans actors, there will be a strong,
preexisting demographic greatly anticipating the release of the film.
Launching a social action campaign to support the film, including
involving organizations such as churches across the United States,
Journey of Hope (and countless other anti-capital punishment
organizations), the Georgia Resource Center and state law schools
including New York University, Boston University and University
of North Carolina. They intend to include friends, family and
counsel of McCleskey in the marketing efforts as well as the Legal
Defense Fund, NAACP, ACLU, The Open Door Community, Amnesty
International, Death Penalty Focus, InsideOUT Writers and Journey
of Hope, among many others willing to support McCleskey for a
variety of spiritual, legal, racial and social platforms.
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SUPPORT FOR MCCLESKEY
Regarding the Oxford University Press recently released Imprisoned by the Past: Warren
McCleskey and the American Death Penalty by Professor Jeffrey L. Kirchmeier:
“No legal decision in the last half of the 20th century characterized America’s continuing failure
to confront its history of racial inequality more than the McCleskey decision. Jeff Kirchmeier’s
welcomed and insightful book brings much needed context and perspective to this critically
important issue. Compelling and thoughtful, this book is a must read for those trying to
understand America’s death penalty and its sordid relationship to our failure to overcome three
centuries of racial injustice.”
—
Bryan Stevenson, Executive Director of the Equal Justice Initiative and author of Just
Mercy: A Short Story of Justice and Redemption

“I devoted countless hours on McCleskey’s case: of course pro bono. I feel that there was
definitely a miscarriage of justice, something as a lawyer I deplore. Paul Cadenhead,
McCleskey’s defense attorney McCleskey’s story dramatizes some of the most compelling
injustices of the contemporary U.S. legal scene.”
— Anthony Amsterdam, New York University Professor of Law

“He was very, very dear to us and we knew him over a period of many years. We were with him
up until the moment he was taken to the back for his execution. It was one of the most painful
experiences I can remember, but Warren never lost the radiant grace that he bore through all
those days and weeks and years of waiting.”
— Murphy Davis, friend, The Open Door Community, Atlanta, GA

“Most people would think that I would be sad because of Warren’s execution. But to see how God
was moving in his life as they put him through the entire ordeal—being put into the chair, taken
out of it and then put into it again—where most others would have broken down, Warren did not
waver in his faith. Warren remained noble and I am proud to have been his friend.”
	
— Jack Boger, McCleskey’s defense attorney

“It’s part of my critique of law that the reason it becomes so overly technical is to ask what it’s
really doing—and that’s why a real human voice like Warren McCleskey’s breaking through the
jargon sounds so pure and powerful.”
— Phyllis Goldfarb, Boston University Professor of Law

“It was in the month of November 1981, when I first met Warren McCleskey at Jackson, on death
row. I realized that this was someone I should talk to because one of the officers called me to
the small window and said, ‘Moore, take care of him and look out for him, okay?’ In all my time
on the row, no officer had ever expressed any outward concern for another inmate.”
— William Neal Moore, on meeting McCleskey on death row
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HISTORICAL AND RELATED NEWS ARTICLES
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PLAY WRITTEN/PRODUCED AND DEDICATED TO WARREN MCCLESKEY
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REVIEWS ABOUT THE PLAY “RED HERRING”
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To learn more about this project or
to get involved, please contact us:
Producers
Michael Albanese
michael@theweightofink.com
Rachel McDonald
rlmfilms@gmail.com
www.rachelmcdonald.us
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