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JAMES J. KILPATRICK/Pardon Charlie Norman

A rare plea for a Florida convict


Over the past 50 years, as a newspaper editor and columnist, I have urged clemency for only three prisoners in state institutions. Today will make it four.


My plea is to Gov. Lawton Chiles of Florida. He has the power to  free Charlie Norman, No. 881834 at the Columbia Correctional Institution in Lake City. A better case for executive clemency would be hard to find.


I cannot recall how I became caught up in Charlie’s case. The mail annually brings a score of poignant letters from prison inmates seeking a columnist’s support. There must have been something about a letter from Charlie that bespoke an unusual level of honesty and intelligence. Three years ago, we struck up a lively correspondence.


Persons accused of crime under our system of justice occupy a well-known position at law. For conviction, the state must prove them guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. In Charlie’s case, there is not merely reasonable doubt. There is overwhelming doubt.

The story goes to the evening of Sunday, Feb. 16, 1975. A masked gunman gained access to the Pantry Pride Store on Gandy Boulevard in Tampa, and stayed in hiding until a night janitor, Albert McKinley, came on duty. The gunman ordered McKinley to open a locked pharmacy inside the store and fill a plastic container with prescription drugs.


The burglar broke the glass on the front door and was about to flee when Steve Bluffstone, a security guard on a nearby construction site, ran to the store with drawn gun. The two men exchanged fire. The gunman escaped. Bluffstone died of his wounds a few hours later.


More than three years passed. Norman was a police officer assigned to undercover investigations. A man can make many an ugly enemy in that position. In April of 1978, Norman was arrested and charged with Bluffstone’s murder. He denied the charge absolutely. He has never ceased to deny it. Offered a plea bargain, he refused it.


In February of 1980, a jury found him guilty of first-degree murder. The trial was a travesty. The state’s case rested upon the testimony of four convicted felons, all of them with records of trafficking in drugs. They made a deal with the state. They testified that Norman had told them he had killed Bluffstone. In exchange, they were rewarded with dropped charges. One of the four later recanted. In a sworn statement in May of 1997, he admitted that his tale was a complete fabrication. McKinley, the janitor, put on the stand, was unable to identify Norman.

Charlie’s counsel thought the state’s case was so flimsy that he never put Charlie on the stand. The jury found him guilty and the court sentenced him to life with a minimum of 25 years in prison. An appeal proved unavailing. At 49, Charlie Norman is taking his case to Gov. Chiles with a plea for a clemency hearing next month.


I am satisfied, from my own reading of the record, that Norman is innocent. I am certain, as a court reporter, that the state never proved its case as a matter of law. Beyond all that is the impressive evidence of Charlie’s exemplary life in prison.

He has asserted his innocence at every opportunity, but he has carried on with amazing grace. As a convict, he became deeply involved in a prisoner self-help program known as Golab. He entered into Kairos, an international program of religious inspiration. With a friend, Jack Murphy, he organized a series of three-day programs for inmates known as “Sunshine Adventure.”


There is much more. He was instrumental in developing classes in reading for illiterate inmates. He himself took classes by mail from the University of South Florida in international relations. He developed an interest in Muslim theology and black history. At the Polk Correctional Institution, he studied computer technology for small businesses. He joined the Jaycees and became president of the Florida prison chapter. For three years he served as adult counselor and teacher  to youths in the boot camp confinement in Sumter.

I was drawn to Charlie’s cause, in part at least, because he can write. He has the gift. I have read two of his plays based upon prison life, and have found them powerful stuff. He has won national writing awards from PEN and MENSA. A self-trained artist, he has provided illustrations for various prison publications. It is pointless, I submit, to keep Charlie Norman any longer in prison. He poses no danger whatever to society. He has the skills and the experience to contribute to the larger world beyond prison walls. Hear his case, Governor! Set this good man free!
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