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This is a case about a deaf man failed by the legal system, and convicted for a murder likely committed
by another man. In this Washington, D.C. case, United States v. John H.L. Wilson, Jr., John H.L. Wilson,
Jr, was convicted of second degree murder. Mr. Wilson’s native language is American Sign Language
(“ASL”) and his English reading, writing and comprehension skills are low. The case record is marred
with errors and oversights that resulted from misconduct, indolence, and cultural and linguistic
differences between the defendant and the government's profoundly deaf witnesses, and the police
officers and attorneys with whom they interacted. Most critical to this conviction were three failures: (1)
the failure of the Metropolitan Police Department (“MPD”) to provide interpreters during interrogations
(instead MPD used an officer who could fingerspell as an interpreter), (2) the failure of the detectives and
attorneys to perform investigative due diligence, and (3) the failure of the prosecutor to provide
exculpatory evidence to defense counsel. Mr. Wilson has been in prison since September 20, [the early
90’s].

The similarities between this homicide and the crimes of serial rapist and murderer, Steven McCoy, are
striking. McCoy was arrested four days after the murder of the decedent in this case for a string of
gruesome sexual assaults and murders in the area of Northwest, Washington, D.C., where the body of the
decedent was found. McCoy currently is serving multiple life sentences for sexual assault and murder.
He was imprisoned in Maryland during the 1970’s and 1980’s for three rapes and sodomy, and he was
identified as the perpetrator of an unsolved March 1994 Montgomery County rape in an arrest warrant
issued in 2004. There was no physical evidence linking Mr. Wilson to the crime scene and his arrest
record does not mesh with the nature of this crime. The detective in this case was given a tip about
McCoy [the serial rapist-murderer], but he did not explore McCoy as a possible perpetrator. This
detective also failed to report having collected evidence, the absence of which was central to the
government’s theory of Mr. Wilson’s guilt. The prosecutor never provided the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s (“FBI”) DNA laboratory reports to the defense. Mr. Wilson’s court-appointed attorney did
not call any witnesses to testify on Mr. Wilson’s behalf and failed to investigate numerous leads. His
attorney also failed to call into question the adequacy of interpretation provided to the deaf witnesses and
defendant during MPD interrogations. By all accounts, the officer chosen to “interpret” only knew the
manual ASL alphabet. This fact is fundamental to this case because the prosecution’s key witness
admitted twice that she was “not a good reader.” Two recent interviews with people who knew this
witness at the time, revealed the degree of her illiteracy—“she could not count money, tell time or read.”
This profoundly deaf witness testified that there were errors between what she signed to the officers and
what the charging documents documented through the “interpreting” officer. This officer was never
called to testify or asked to provide an affidavit certifying her proficiency in ASL or her comprehension of
a profoundly deaf witness who required relay interpretation at trial. Had the court known of this
inadequacy, and the fact that most, if not all, of the information in the charging document stemmed from
this witness’ interrogation, it almost would certainly have declared a mistrial.

These are only a few of the errors in this case. The information in this memorandum was collected after
nearly six years of investigation, research, transcript and file review, and interviews with the convicted
man and other witnesses. We firmly believe that Mr. Wilson is innocent, and we will continue to advocate
for a new trial and full exoneration.


