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INTO
THE
VALLEY
OF
DEATH
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TEXAS IS THE US CAPITAL

OF THE DEATH SENTENCE,

WHERE HUNDREDS AWAIT

EXECUTION IN SOLITARY

CONFINEMENT. FORMORE THAN

A DECADE, ONE FORMER

TESCO CHECKOUTWORKER

FROMNORTHAMPTON HAS

BEEN OFFERING FRIENDSHIP AND

SOLACE TO THE CONDEMNED.

ALEX HANNAFORDMEETS HER.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY

ENDA BOWE
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E ven if youknow thePolunskyUnit is about tomake its first
appearance behind a thicket of pine, it still stops you in
your tracks – so stark and imposing are the concrete and
razorwireand lookout towers in this sleepy, rural cornerof

east Texas. Anddon’t be fooled by thehorses grazing lazily in a
field in front of the prison, or the corrections officers sporting
hokeywesternhats. This is about asbleakas it gets: Polunsky is
home to the state’s death-rowwing.

The sun has been up a few hours on an unseasonablywarm
Novembermorning in Livingston. Primarily a logging town, it
has housed Texas’s death row population (which currently
stands at 241 men – the six women are at a different prison)
since 1999, althoughon thedayof anexecution thecondemned
are driven 40 miles west, to a separate prison in Huntsville
where they are given a lethal injection.

Thismorning, the car park at Polunsky is full, but there’s a
solitary figurewaiting outside the security gates: a woman in
her late 60s wearing a red cardigan, a streak of pink fringe
inher shortblondehair.AnnStevens’ accent sets
her apart from the other visitors to the prison;
the guards all know the Englishwomanwho has
been coming to Polunsky twice a year for the
past decade.

Stevens, fromNorthampton, onceworkedona
Tescocheckout. Shenowrunsadeath-rowminis-
try.Twice ayear she relies ondonations topay for
flights to theUS,where shevisitsmenandwomen
awaiting the death penalty around the country.
She focusesmost ofher efforts, though, onTexas,
which has carried out more executions – since
capital punishment was reinstated in 1976 after a
moratorium – than any other state in the nation:
545compared toVirginia in secondplacewith 113.
Like Sister Helen Prejean, the nun played by
Susan Sarandon in themovieDeadManWalking,
Stevens is the religious conscience of the con-
demned, consoling themas they face theultimate
penalty. She has even watched some take their
last breath as thewheels of Texas justice grind to
a halt. It’s a different world from the quiet ter-
raced street in theMidlands that she calls home.

Inside the small security hut in front of the
prison, a corrections officer asks us to place our
keys,watches and jewelleryonaconveyerbefore
we pass through a metal detector. A sign on the
air-lockdoor reads:nohostageswillexithere.

Once you’ve swapped your ID for a Texas
Department of Criminal Justice lanyard, you
walkalongapathbeyond the razorwire and into
the prison. The visitation room consists of
numerousboothswhere inmatescan talk to fam-
ily and friends via a telephone, frombehindbulletproof glass.
IvanCantu, the44-year-oldprisonerStevenshas come to see,
is led, handcuffed, behind the rowof booths by three officers.
Once the door to his pod is locked, he sits on a chair and
pushes his cuffed hands through a slot in the door so a guard
can remove them.

It’s busy today – a Monday. To the right of us sits a man in a
blackSalvationArmyT-shirt, aBibleon the ledge in frontofhim;
to the left, awoman from theNetherlandswhohas come to visit
her boyfriend. Elsewhere there are women from a local prison
radio show, themother and sister of an inmate who has an exe-
cution date in a fewdays, and lawyers visiting their clients.

Cantu, a small-framed man with thick, swept-back black
hair, smiles as Stevens sits oppositehimandplaces thephone to
her ear. ‘Hello, love,’ she says. ‘How have you been?’ There are

vendingmachines in the corner, andvisitors are allowed tobuy
food and drinks for inmates. Cantu jokingly asks for a lobster
sandwich: the choice is cheese or turkey slices, a cold fried-
chicken sandwich, chocolate bars, soft drinks or a tub of salad
with thousand island dressing. Most inmates crave visitors –
and the chance to taste something other than prison food.

The state holds that Cantu killed his cousin, James
Mosqueda, and his cousin’s fiancée, AmyKitchen, at their Dal-
las home in November 2000, because his relative failed to pay
a drug debt. According to testimony from Cantu’s then-
girlfriend, he arrivedhome thenight of themurderwith blood
on his jeans and in his hair, before the pair drove toMosqueda
and Kitchen’s house so he could search for drugs and money.
That’s when she said she saw the victims’ bodies through the
doorway to their bedroom. Police later claimed they discov-
ered the bloody jeans, ammunition and a key to the victims’
house inCantu’s apartment. Sentenced todeathayear later,he’s
been on death row for 16 years. Hewas given an execution date

in 2011 but itwaswithdrawn for legal reasons.
Although the jeans in Cantu’s apartment were

found to have the victims’ blood on them, Cantu
has alwaysmaintainedhis innocence.He says the
evidence was planted and that phone records
show someone else made a call from his apart-
ment on the night after themurder, while he and
his girlfriend were in Arkansas, and that this
shows someone else had access to his apartment.

He thinks Mosqueda and Kitchen were killed by rival drug
dealers out to frame him and that his former girlfriend was
either scared or bribed into helping them. Subsequent courts
have disagreed about this.

Cantu’swife, Tammy,whofirst got toknowhimas apenpal,
married him by proxy in 2007 while he was incarcerated and
has never been able to touch him, told me they’ve just been
given permission to do DNA testing on all the evidence and
should have the results early next year. It’s Cantu’s last chance.

I asked Tammy what Stevens’ care means to inmates like
Cantu. ‘What Ann does for these men is nothing short of a
blessing,’ she said. ‘She gives them hope, and is a ray of sun-
shine in the lives of themen that the justice systemhas thrown
away. Someof themhavenoone, andherministry allows them
to feel God, love and friendship.’

Below The Polunsky
Unit inTexas, which
houses the state’s
death-row prisoners;
Ann Stevens at home
in Northampton – the
portrait behind her was
painted by an inmate

‘WhatAnn
does for these
men isnothing
short of a
blessing.She
gives themhope’
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Unless they volunteer the information, Stevens doesn’t ask
what crimes the men and women she visits have committed.
She tellsme shemade thatmistake once. A friendwho also vis-
its prison inmates asked her if she could send $20 to a particu-
lar man on death row. Stevens found out he had beheaded his
twochildren. ‘I really struggled,’ she said. ‘I didn’twant to send
him themoney, but I always toldmyself whatever they’d done
they’re paying theultimate price.’ She sent him themoney, but
now she doesn’t look up their crimes. ‘I’d rather not sit there
and think: “This is amonster.”Most people wouldn’t normally
love these people because of what they’ve done, but God
doesn’t do it like that. And because I’m there as an envoy of
God, giving some sort of comfort, I’mnot going to judge them.’

Cantu asks Stevens to read Psalm 139 from her Bible. She
pullsher chair closer to theglass and thumbs thepages. ‘I praise
you because I am fearfully andwonderfullymade…’ she reads.
Cantu, elbows on his ledge, shuts his eyes. ‘Test me and know
my anxious thoughts/See if there is any offensive way in me/
and leadme in theway everlasting,’ she continues.

Cantu tells me hewasn’t a Christian when Stevens first vis-

ited him. He had a lot of questions back then. But
slowly, perhaps because of the comfort it offered
him, alone in his cell 23 hours a day, he began to
find faith. Earlier, Stevens toldme sheministered
to another inmatewhodidn’twant toknowabout
God. ‘Then he had an execution date – after 23
years on death row,’ she said. ‘And he toldme that
after all the years I’d talked to him, drip, drip,
dripping stories from the Bible, he swears he
heard a voice say, “I’m not finished with you yet.” He looked
around and therewas no one there. And then they tookhimoff
death row.Hebelieves it happenedbecausehe found theLord,
andhe’s been faithful ever since.’

Ifirst met Stevens last summer at her small, terraced house in
Semilong, Northampton. She never envisaged becoming
involvedwith her church, let alone one day running a death-

rowministry.Shehadachildat 16, afterwhichshewasdisowned
by some of her family (she and her son are estranged). She got a
job at the checkout of her local branch of Tesco, thenworked in
residential care forMencap. Shewasmarried for 27 years, but at
the age of 48 she left her husband and became more involved
with her local church. But it was a documentary,FourteenDays
inMay, thatwould changeher life. First broadcast by theBBC in
1987, thefilmfollowsMississippi inmateEdwardEarl Johnson in
the twoweeks leadinguptohisexecution.After seeing that, Ste-
vens contacted LifeLines, a charity that organises pen pals for
death-rowprisoners in the States.

Stevens’ cosy sitting room smells of cleaning products. A
cuckoo clock ticks in the hallway, and there’s a Bible open on a
small stand in front of her dresser. She showsme a portrait by
an inmate, which hangs on the wall opposite her sofa. Under
thewindow is awooden letter rack full ofmail fromprisoners.
There came a time when writing to themwasn’t enough. Ste-
vens wanted to domore, and some of her pen pals had begun
askingwhen shewas going to see them.

‘Myfirst visit to Polunskywas so surreal,’ she tellsme across
the dining table in her front room. ‘I’d never been in a prison
beforeand theway theguardswere lookingatme, I felt judged,
I suppose. I was visiting Duane Buck, my first penfriend, who
was known on the row as “Brother Buck” because of his con-
version to Christianity. He’d obviously told some of the other
inmates I was coming because as I approached his pod in the
meeting room some of them were banging on the glass: “Are
you a Christian, ma’am?” “Will you visit me, ma’am?” Just see-
ing them sitting there behind glass – they looked so desperate.
And they hadnothing. They couldn’t even go to church.’

When death row in Texas wasmoved from the Ellis Unit in
Huntsville toPolunsky 18 years ago, inmateprivi-
leges like watching TV and regular church ser-
vices were stopped. ‘When I went to see Brother
Buck that day, I saw the need,’ she says. ‘I felt the
animosity, the tension in that prison. Back then
theguardswould tellme to sitdown, lookstraight
ahead, don’t talk to anyone else. I couldn’t even
respond to the inmates banging on the glass.’

More and more, Stevens felt compelled to
write or talk to inmates about her faith, and in
2013 shewas ordained as aminister and awarded
a certificate by a church in Texas. This meant
she’d be given greater flexibility when visiting
inmates, but it would also enshrine her visits in
meaning and purpose. She started spending her
time in England raisingmoney so she could take
two lengthy trips a year toTexas. Shegave talks at
churches and at theWI, she cut people’s hair. ‘If I
gave a talk for £40, that’s one night at the hotel in
Livingston,’ she said. Friends would donate. One
person gave her £500 from an insurance payout.
Cash came through her letterbox in anonymous
envelopes. ‘That would driveme crazy because I
wanted to say thank you,’ she adds.

She began to get letters addressed to ‘Sister
Ann’. At Louisiana State Penitentiary, which
houses that state’sdeathrow, shemetSisterHelen

Prejean. ‘She kissed me on the cheek and said, “Anyone who
works inTexas is a friend ofmine.”’

During her visits with inmates, Stevens buys them some-
thing from the vendingmachine, asks about their well-being,
and talks to them about God. But, she said, she is never pushy.
‘I don’twant to sit there preaching at them. I justwant to show
there is somebody out there who gives a damn about them;
who prays for them.’ And she doesn’t mind if they don’t share
her faith. ‘They eat, shower and die when they’re told. They
need choices, and if they choose not to believe in Jesus, that’s
up to them. I don’twant toput that on them–particularly as for
some I’m their only visitor.’

One inmatealwaysasksher tobuyhimapacketof crisps and
herself abagof cashewnutswhenshevisits. Theyeat themand
drinkacanof sodaat the same timeandhavewhatStevenscalls
a mock communion. Another, who has been on death row for
30 years, tells her he doesn’t believe in God. ‘He’s never done
anything forhimsohedoesn’t seewhyheshould,’ Stevens says.
‘But at that lastminutehemight acceptGod.Orhemightnever

Below Ann Stevens with
prisoner Ivan Cantu, who
has been on death row
since 2001; vending-
machine food that visitors
can buy for inmates

Stevensdoesn’t
lookup their
crimes. ‘I’d rather
not sit thereand
think: “This is
amonster”’
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acceptGod.Theonly thing I cando is to showthemIcareabout
them, andGodcares about them.There’s anold song that goes:
“You’re the only Jesus somewill ever see.” I take that responsi-
bility very seriously.’

This winter, Stevens tellsme, shewill be visiting 17 inmates
– some more than once. The number of people she visits has
increased over the years. ‘Of course I lose people, but I gain
people aswell. I’ve probably visitedmore than 100people.’

Some inmates confess that they’ve attempted to take their
own lives. ‘Those visits are amazingly difficult,’ she says. ‘But I
never break down in front of the officers. Andwhen Iwalk out
I always wave towards the death-row wing of the prison
because I know some of them stand on their beds and look out
over the prison yard. I can’t see thembut they can seeme.’

Stevens had previously told me over the phone that this
could be her last trip to the US. She’s been visiting American
prisons formore thanadecadeandrunningherministry for the
past four. But she turns 70 next year. ‘Flights and insurance are
expensive,’ she said. ‘I have diabetes, arthritis. It’s difficult.’

But sheseems tohavehadachangeofheart. ‘I’vebeenasked
to give a talk at theWI in June so I think I’ll be carryingonwith
it a little longer. I’ve always said when I can’t raise the money
that’s the end of the road forme, but I don’t feel like it is yet.’

Thedarkest,mostdifficultpartofherworkcomesat theend.
Stevens has now witnessed two executions. The first was in
2012, that of Keith Thurmond, convicted of killing his
estranged wife and her boyfriend after losing custody of his
son. ‘Keithwas verymentally vulnerable: hewas a bit of aWal-
terMitty–believedhewasahelicopterpilot and theFBIhadset
himup. I was introduced to him via LifeLines and then started
visiting him seven years before hewas executed. He had faith,
andhewasalways 100per centdeterminedhehadn’t killedhis
wife. He always asked if I’d be there for his execution but he
believed hewas going to get a stay. I visited him every day that
week leadingup to theend. I rememberhekept laughing,quite

maniacally. Even
on the last day he
was the same:
laughing, joking,
eating everything
he could lay his
hands on. But he
asked me to keep
hisproperty if they
executed him.’

Before officers
drove Thurmond
to Huntsville for
the execution, he
had one final visit
with Stevens. She
said her stomach
was churning. ‘I’d
rehearsed this
speech, but when
he looked at me
with this red, pit-
ted, bloated face I just said, “Keith, go kick some ass.” I don’t
know where that came from but he thought it was hilarious.
Even the guard said, “Miss Ann!”’

At the prison in Huntsville, Stevens was told to remove her
shoes to go through security before being searched. ‘I remem-
ber my foot made a sweat mark on the floor and I apologised.
Iwas a nervouswreck.’

Itwashot, she says,but shecouldn’tdrinkanything.Outside,
it was raining and she remembers walking up a set of metal
stairs at theprisonandhearing thenoiseof the rainon the steps.
Shewas led into a small roomand told to stand facing theexecu-
tion chamber. ‘They pulled back the curtain – I was only a few
feet from Keith, who was behind glass, strapped to a hospital

RightA letter to
Stevens from one of
the inmates she visits
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bed. It made me feel claustropho-
bic, panicked. I wanted him to be
able to lift his hands. I saw a tear
roll down his face. I managed to
give him a thumbs up and smiled.
What else do youdo?’

She says the warden stood behind Thurmond and a prison
chaplain held his ankle. ‘We all just stood there, rooted to the
spot. No one moved. You’re not prepared to see a man who,
apart fromtheeffectprisonhadonhim,wasfit andhealthy, die
before your eyes. I thought: howdoes this change anything for
anybody? Then they pronounced himdead and Iwent outside
and itwas still raining.’

Later, in the prison chapel, she was able to hug Thurmond
for thefirst time.Hewascoveredwithamaroon throw.Shehad
dreams of that day for awhile afterwards – as though a camera
was zooming in on Thurmond’s hands, bandaged to the gur-
ney. At his funeral the next day in the prison cemetery, she laid
white roses on his coffin. ‘He had said that they would some-
howmakehimpure andhelp himget into heaven,’ she says.

Stevens adds that it wasn’t long ago that the Texas Depart-
ment ofCriminal Justicewould just engrave the inmate’s num-
ber on their gravestone. Now it’s their name and date of death.
‘No date of birth, so you have no idea how old they were,’ she
says. ‘It’s a very sad place.’

After the execution, an officer gave Stevens two bags filled
withThurmond’s belongings: clothes, a Bible, some crisps and
snacksheassumedhe’dbeeating later that day if theexecution
didn’t go ahead. ‘There were even his face flannels – one of
them still wet,’ she said. ‘For some reason that just brokeme.’

The next day Stevens returned to the PolunskyUnit to visit
another inmate, Beunka Adams, who had also been given an
execution date – the next one she would have to witness.
Adams called Stevens the ‘Butterfly Lady’ because he thought
shewas elegant. She still has somedrawings hemadeher, col-

oured inwith food dyemade fromassorted chocolateM&Ms.
Stevenswalks to the corner of her living room and picks up

a small trinketbox in the shapeof abutterfly frombetween two
candles on aTV stand. ‘Someof Beunka’s ashes are in here,’ she
says. ‘Hewantedme to have them. The rest arewith hismum.’

A t the Polunsky Unit, Ivan Cantu is talking to Stevens about
other inmates; thosewho rarely have visitors, never get let-
ters andwho almost never leave their cells. He’s concerned

about theirmental health. He tries to urge them to take the one
hour of recreation offered each day. He’ll take recreation at the
same time, albeit in a separate yard, he tells them, so they can
talkbetweenthewiremeshthat separates them.HeasksStevens
if she’ll help; if she’ll startwriting to themorpay themavisit.

Later, Stevenswill tell me that Cantu is always preoccupied
with thewelfareofhis fellowprisoners, and that, despite living
in solitary confinement for 17 years, he’s still upbeat and inter-
ested in theworld.He looks forward tohis visits. ‘It giveshima
reason to get up in themorning,’ she says. ‘Andhe always turns
up in clean prison whites, with his hair combed and face
shaved. Most of the inmates try to make an effort. When they
stop doing that itmeans they’ve lost thewill to live.’

Later, Cantuwill write tome to tell me that Ann’s positivity
is contagious; that the happier she is during her visits with the
condemned, thehappier theybecome. ‘It blowsmeaway that a
single, retired woman on a very limited budget is willing to
travel across the Atlantic for people considered unworthy of
society – to bringhope anddignity to us,’ he’ll say. ‘It’s kind of a
saintlymove, don’t you think?’

The corrections officerwhohas been sitting by the door the
entire time gets up andwalks down the row of chairs. Stevens’
two hours are up. Cantu shifts in his seat and his eyes well up.
‘Will you pray for me before you go?’ he says. ‘Of course,’ Ste-
vens replies. She stands and places a hand on the glass. Cantu
puts his palmup to hers and they close their eyes.

‘You’renotprepared
toseeamanwho
isfitandhealthydie
beforeyoureyes’
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