Excerpts from Interview with Dennis Dechaine
3/22/04  Maine State Prison

Well, I was actually born in Edmunston, New Brunswick,  and, I grew up in Madawaska, which is the northernmost town in the state, but they had no hospital there, so a lot of the kids were Canadian by birth because it was the nearest hospital.  It's a small town, just over 3,000 people.  Everybody knows everybody.  It's a very close knit community. Very trusting.  Nobody locks their doors.  It's a great place to grow up.  I grew up in a wonderful family.  Very loving parents.  Great brothers, that... I cherish dearly,  and good friends, ....The friends you make in place like Madawaska, you have for your life.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
As we approached graduation, we both had different plans.  I had actually planned on 

going to Japan to teach Japanese businessmen English and French business language, and at the last minute, we realized, and Nancy was going on to grad school.  But at the last minute we realized that if we stayed on this course, we'd never see each other again, so...
We abandoned those plans so we could stay together.  I said I have a friend in Maine, in Bowdoinham, who would hire both of us, and pay us well. That was George Christopher, and we moved to Maine so we could stay together.   We eventually got married, shortly thereafter... and bought our farm, not long after that....  and that was an really exciting time for us.  We really loved doing what we did.  The farm business was a lot of fun. We did greenhousing.   We had a good mail order wreath business.  We sold maple syrup under our farm label.  We marketed jams and honeys.  We grew tons of  vegetables for sale at a produce stand.   We were into a lot of different things that we both really got excited about, so...  life was a lot of fun.  It was a lot of hard work, but it was really a lot of fun.   I miss that.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
I did not kill Sarah Cherry.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
They wanted to know what I knew about a missing girl, and that was the beginning of my nightmare.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
It's just..... there are no recordings. There is no proof of anything, except  people saying I said stuff that I never did. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
It's was a very confusing time for me.  Scary. I mean.... I was in a police car, parked in the Bowdoin woods for basically eight hours in the dark.  My wife didn't know where I was and they weren't telling her.  I was being subjected to what I now recognize as the Good Cop, Bad Cop treatment.  It was terrifying.  It was a very terrifying ordeal.  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
I really think, at the outset that the police believed they had the right man.  I don't think it was until after the forensic evaluation of the pickup truck arrived that, and I started screaming for DNA testing, that they may have started feeling that a mistake may have been made.  At that point they were so fully invested in this case, they don't want to back off.  They... made their, ...picked their candidate.  They were bound and determined to keep me from getting any evidence to prove my innocence. .. to the point of.....    After I was found...Well..  They had hair that they found at the crime scene, as one example,  that they never tested, ...genetically.  I assume that they knew the hair wasn't mine, because they would have attributed it to me at trial.  Just by looking at it, they can do some microscopic testing, or whatever, and  make some general judgments.  But as soon as I was convicted, they destroyed that hair, to make sure that I'd never be able to test it genetically.  That's the type of stuff  that happened after my trial.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
You believe in a system your whole life, and then as soon as you get tangled up in it you realize that it's not at all what you had been taught to believe it to be.  I was perhaps one of the most naive defendants that they had ever prosecuted.  I went to trial believing wholeheartedly that the prosecution was going to help me arrive at the truth.  It was until I lost my direct appeal that I finally stopped believing that.  That's how certain I was that the system worked and it took two major blows before I finally abandoned the hope for justice through the judicial system,... at least through prosecutors.   They had no interest in the truth.  They fought us every step of the way.  Every motion that my attorneys ever made to help arrive at the truth, they blocked.  They argued. They fought.   And so, it's been an uphill battle.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
When Tom Connolly came to see me and he said, you know, explained to me what DNA testing was... it was being done primarily in the California  area. He described it to me, and I said, "This is exactly what needs to be done in this case."  And he said, "Well, it could be very expensive."  I said, "If it costs money, we'll find the money. Do it."  And so he filed a motion asking for an extension of time so DNA testing could be done, and the judge wouldn't allow it.  He did not want to delay the trial.  In his words, and I'm paraphrasing, I haven't been able to prove that testing of the fingernail clippings taken from Sarah Cherry would be exculpatory, and since I can't prove that, then, they are not going to allow it.  Well I couldn't prove it without having the testing done.   It was a Catch-22.  Certainly, it wouldn't have cost the taxpayers of Maine a cent.  I was willing to pay for it myself.   But, here I am 15 and a half years later,  in excess of $30,000 a year.  This has been a very expensive mistake.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Well, Nancy and I....This was a really taxing ordeal for her as well as it was for me and we agreed that, she has no family in the State of Maine; her family is all on Colorado. We agreed that if the direct appeal failed, that we'd go through with a divorce so that she could go back home to her family.   The farm was overwhelming her.  The business was more than she could manage.  It wasn't designed for one person.  So, the direct appeal did fail, and we did divorce.  We sold the farm.  She moved to Colorado, to be closer to her family.  She eventually remarried.  She wanted to start her own family, which was something we were looking forward to doing.   She sent her husband-to-be over here to meet with me.  I thought he was a great guy and told her so.  So we stayed in touch, pretty regularly right up until they had their first child. At that point, it became uncomfortable for her husband to have me in their lives.  He didn't want to have to explain to his kids,  this part of their mother's past.  So, he respectfully asked me,.. she did, to bow out of their lives, and I did.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
You know.... you love someone,  I guess I've never stopped missing Nancy, and I certainly don't want to interfere in her life.  It's been hard.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
When I was arrested, I mentioned earlier that I'd been taken to the Lincoln County Jail, but I only stayed there for a few days.  I was transferred to Maine State Prison. 
It was evening when I got here.  As a matter a fact, we were a half hour getting into the prison; there was nobody there to open the door.   We stood out there banging on the door to get into the prison.  Finally, I was allowed in, and was taken through this labyrinth of the prison, hallways, narrow hallways curving this way and that, and stairs,  and finally we get to a place which  I later identified as Segregation, but...I was put in a corridor with only three cells, known as "Restraint Side", commonly known as "The Hole". 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
There was a hot, dark corridor.. there was a vestibule light,   no lights in the cell.  To read you had to be right up against the bars to read or write.  The lighting was so dim.  It was July.  It was brutally hot.  There were no windows.  And the stench was, just, indescribable.  Of course, the place had been in use, since, about the early 1900's.  It had almost a century of accumulated filth.   It was beyond anything you can imagine.  My first night in this cell, I suffered from claustrophobia, which I never knew,... I never had that problem, but that cell was 40 square feet, 6 by 7,  and, it kept getting smaller.  It got to a point where I was in a complete panic for hours, because I, ... the walls were pressing in on me.  I thought I was going to die in there.  The claustrophobia was so bad.  And I remember making a conscious decision to bury that claustrophobia or I wasn't going to survive.  And I fought it down. You know...  I did.  I was able to get it under control.   I can now live in small spaces. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
When I first came out into general population,  with these threats that had been made against me.  I actually had one, I think,  at the time he was a sergeant,  tell me that if prisoners attacked me, that none of his guards would respond, that I was on my own, in case the other prisoners attacked me I was on my own.    I still opted to come out on my own, and when I did I found a fellow waiting for me.   I'll just use his first name. "Darrell", a big burly guy, looked like a longshoreman.  I remember, they put me on this corridor and this great big guy shows up and says, "I've been waiting for you."  So I said, I guess this is it...."Yeah, well, what do you want."  He said, "I'm a Raytheon, ... I used to be a Raytheon Systems engineer, and I haven't had a decent conversation in years. I hear that you're college educated and I've been looking forward to meeting you."  So, we actually hit it off pretty good and became friends; and he made my introduction into general population far easier than it otherwise might have been.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
It particularly bothers me that there are people in here,  and I've had people in management tell me that they know my case and believe in me.  I've had people who basically run this place tell my supporters what they believe.  And yet they don't hesitate to torture me along with the rest of them,.... and that's just the way it is.  How they sleep at night,  well, you'll have to ask them.  I don't get it.  I just don't.  It's beyond my comprehension.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
My brother, Don, when he comes to visit me, he brings my nephews along and we have a wonderful time, but .. he confessed something to me one time, which I think illustrates just how difficult this has been on my family.  He told me that visiting me....   I'm not sure I'll going to be able to do this...  He told me that when he visits me, and leaves here, it's like mourning my passing.  It's like...It's like... He mourns my loss over and over again.  He says it's worse than anything that I could imagine.  When you lose someone you love, you only lose them once.  When you visit them in prison, you lose them over and over again.  It's really been hard for him.  I had no idea,  that it was that hard ..  but it is.  That's what happens when a family loves each other. It's a tremendous hardship. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Any case where there is forensic evidence, the forensic evidence should be preserved; it should be tested.  The state should engage in this testing, for the sake of truth.  Prosecutors who are interested in nothing more than a conviction,  should be removed from those positions and replaced by people who are interested in pursuing truth.  This isn't a game to win or lose.   This is people's lives.  Another thing that I think would be very important.   There are numerous causes for wrongful  conviction.  Eyewitness testimony is the leading cause of wrongful conviction in this country.  As a matter of fact, it accounts for six of ten cases.  There are numerous other causes that have been well-documented, but none of these causes are ever taught at police academies.  I think it would be a good idea for law enforcement personnel in training, to recognize the things that cause wrongful convictions and be aware of it when they are doing their police work. I think that could save a lot of grief in the future.  So..those are the types of things that I wrote about in that essay.  I certainly had no shortage of cases to draw from. There are a lot of people in this country that have been exonerated and the list continues to grow.   I hope to be part of it, soon.
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