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On October 12, 1998, Matthew Shepard, a twenty-one-year-old University of Wyoming
student majoring in political science and foreign relations, died from head trauma and in-
ternal injuries suffered frve days earlier in a gay-bashing incident. Lured into a truck by two
meen he had met at the campus bar, Shepard believed he was going with them to discuss gay-
liberation politics. Once inside the truck, the men told the 5°2", 102-pound Shepard that
they were not gay. They robbed, beat, and tied him to a split-rail fence, where he was found
eighteen hours later, barely breathing, with a crushed skull and blood covering bis face, ex-
cept those spots where bis tears bad washed it away. The image of the gentle and delicate
Shepard tied to a fence post and left for dead became a national symbol in the fight agaimnst
intolerance.

The outrage at the attack and the outpouring of sympathy for Shepard’s parents
suggested how far most of the country had come in its tolerance of sexual minorities.
The trial prosecutor sought the death penalty for Shepard’s murderers, despite its un-
popularity in Wyoming and the pressure exerted on him by the Roman Catholic
Church. Across the nation and around the world, people organized tributes and memo-
rial services for Matthew Shepard. President Clinton held a press conference at the
White House where he and Judy Shepard, Matthew’s mother, spoke out in support of a
federal Hate Crimes Prevention Act. Many states have since passed their own hate
crimes laws.

There were, however, many reminders that homosexuality still remains conrrover-
sial and far from universally accepted. At Matthew Shepard’s funeral, parishioners of a
Kansas City Baptist congregation disrupted the occasion with signs that read “God bhates
fags” and “No fags in heaven.” Though the trial judge disallowed a “gay panic” de-
fense—that one of the killers bad been humiliated as a child by homosexual experiences,
which compelled bim to commit the crime—the compromise defense, that Shepard’s
sexual advances had triggered a murderous rage, struck a chord with many Americans
who believed homosexuality to be immoral and wrong. Additionally, many people ob-
Jjected to the new hate crimes laws, arguing that they create a two-tiered justice system
and punish ideas as well as actions.

The following selection comes from a statement by Dennis Shepard, Matthew’s fa-
ther, that he read to the court after the second of his son’s killers, Aaron McKinney, re-
cerved two life sentences without parole.

Dennis W. Shepard, Victim impact statement, November 4, 1999, hup://www.gaylawnews.com/
shepardfatherstmt.html (28 November 2002).
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QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
Why did this case become so important to so many people?
Why do you think Dennis Shepard gave this speech?
Do you think hate crimes laws might have prevented the death of
Matthew Shepard?

d T

Your Honor, Members of the Jury, Mr. Rerucha,

I'would like to begin my statement by addressing the jury. Ladies and gentle-
men, a terrible crime was committed in Laramie thirteen months ago. Because
of that crime, the reputation of the city of Laramie, the University of
Wyoming, and the state of Wyoming became synonymous with gay bashing,
hate crimes, and brutality. While some of this reputation may be deserved, it
was blown out of proportion by our friends in the media. Yesterday, you, the
jury, showed the world that Wyoming and the city of Laramie will not tolerate
hate crimes. Yes, this was a hate crime, pure and simple, with the added ingre-
dient of robbery. My son Matthew paid a terrible price to open the eyes of all of
us who live in Wyoming, the United States, and the world to the unjust and un-
necessary fears, discrimination, and intolerance that members of the gay com-
munity face every day. Yesterday’s decision by you showed true courage and
made a statement. That statement is that Wyoming is the Equality State, that
Wyoming will not tolerate discrimination based on sexual orientation, that vio-
lence is not the solution. Ladies and gentlemen, you have the respect and admi-
ration of Matthew’s family and friends and of countless strangers around the
world. Be proud of what you have accomplished. You may have prevented an-
other family from losing a son or daughter.

Your Honor, I would also like to thank you for the dignity and grace with
which this trial was conducted. Repeated attempts to distract the court from the
true purpose of this trial failed because of your attentiveness, knowledge, and
willingness to take a stand and make new law in the area of sexual orientation
and the “gay panic” defense. By doing so, you have emphasized that Matthew
was a human being with all the rights and responsibilities and protections of any
citizen of Wyoming.

Mr. Rerucha took the oath of office as prosecuting attorney to protect the
rights of the citizens of Albany County as mandated by the laws of the state of
Wyoming, regardless of his personal feelings and beliefs. At no time did Mr.
Rerucha make any decision on the outcome of this case without the permission
of Judy and me. It was our decision to take this case to trial just as it was our
decision to accept the plea bargain today and the earlier plea bargain of Mr.
Henderson. A trial was necessary to show that this was a hate crime and not just
a robbery gone bad. If we had sought a plea bargain earlier, the facts of this case
would not have been known and the question would always be present that we
had something to hide. In addition, this trial was necessary to help provide some
closure to the citizens of Laramie, Albany County, and the state. . . .

My son Matthew did not look like a winner. After all, he was small for his
age—weighing at the most 110 pounds and standing only 5'2" tall. ITe was
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rather uncoordinated and wore braces from the age of thirteen unul the day he
died. However, in his all too brief life, he proved that he was a winner. My son,
a gentle, caring soul, proved that he was as tough as, if not tougher than, any-
one I have ever heard of or known. On October 6, 1998, my son tried to show
the world that he could win again. On October 12, 1998, my first-born son, and
my hero, lost. On October 12, 1998, my first-born son, and my hero, died. On
October 12, 1998, part of my life, part of my hopes, and part of my dreams
died, fifty days before his twenty-second birthday. He died quictly, surrounded
by family and friends, with his mother and brother holding his hand. All that I
have left now are the memories and the mementos of his existence. I would like
to briefly talk about Matt and the impact of his death.

Tt’s hard to put into words how much Matt meant to family and friends and
how much they meant to him. Everyone wanted him to succeed because he
tried so hard. The spark that he provided to people had to be experienced. He
simply made everyone feel better about themselves. Family and friends were his
focus. He knew that he always had their support for anything that he wanted
to try.

Matt’s gift was people. He loved being with people, helping people, and
making others feel good. The hope of a better world, free of harassment and
discrimination because a person was different, kept him motivated. All his life
he felt the stabs of discrimination. Because of that, he was sensitive to other
people’s feelings. He was naive to the extent that, regardless of the wrongs
people did to him, he still had faith that they would change and become “nice.”
Matt trusted people, perhaps too much. Violence was not a part of his life until
his senior year in high school. He would walk into a fight and try to break it up.
He was the perfect negotiator. He could get two people talking to each other
again as no one else could.

Matt loved people and he trusted them. He could never understand how
one person could hurt another, physically or verbally. They would hurt him and
he would give them another chance. This quality of seeing only good gave him
friends around the world. He didn’t see size, race, intelligence, sex, religion, or
the hundred other things that people use to make choices abourt people. All he
saw was the person. All he wanted was to make another person his friend. All he
wanted was to make another person feel good. All he wanted was to be accepted
as an equal.

What did Matt’s friends think of him? Fifteen of his friends from high
school in Switzerland, as well as his high school advisor, joined hundreds of
others at his memorial services. They left college, fought a blizzard, and came
together one more time to say goodbye to Matt. Men and women coming from
different countries, cultures, and religions thought enough of my son to drop
everything and come to Wyoming—most of them for the first time. That’s
why this Wyoming country boy wanted to major in foreign relations and lan-
guages. e wanted to continue making friends and, at the same time, help oth-
ers. He wanted to make a difference. Did he? You tell me.

I loved my son and, as can be seen throughout this statement, was proud of
him. He was not my gay son. He was my son who happened to be gay. He was a
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good-looking, intelligent, caring person. There were the usual arguments and,
at times, he was a real pain in the butt. I felt the regrets of a father when he
realizes that his son is not a star athlete. But it was replaced with a greater pride
when I saw him on the stage. The hours that he spent learning his parts,
working behind the scenes, and helping others made me realize he was actually
an excellent athlete, in a more dynamic way, because of the different types of
physical and mental conditioning required by actors. To this day, I have never
figured out how he was able to spend all those hours at the theater, during the
school year, and still have good grades.

Because my job involved lots of travel, I never had the same give-and-take
with Matt that Judy had. Our relationship, at times, was strained. But, when-
ever he had problems, we talked. For example, he was unsure about revealing to
me that he was gay. He was afraid that I would reject him immediately so it
took him a while to tell me. By that time, his mother and brother had already
been told. One day, he said that he had something to say. I could see that he
was nervous so I asked him if everything was all right. Matt took a deep breath
and told me that he was gay. Then he waited for my reaction. I still remember
his surprise when T said, “Yeah? Okay, but what’s the point of this conversa-
tion?” "T'hen everything was okay. We went back to being a father and son who
loved each other and respected the beliefs of the other. We were father and son,
but we were also friends.

How do I talk about the loss that I feel every time T think about Matt? How
can I describe the empty pit in my heart and mind when I think about all the
problems that were put in Matt’s way that he overcame? No one can under-
stand the sense of pride and accomplishment that I felt every time he reached
the mountaintop of another obstacle. No one, including myself, will ever know
the frustration and agony that others put him through, because he was differ-
ent. How many people could be given the problems that Matt was presented
with and still succeed, as he did? How many people would continue to smile, at
least on the outside while crying on the inside, to keep other people from feel-
ing bad?

I now feel very fortunate that I was able to spend some private time with
Matt last summer during my vacation from Saudi Arabia. We sat and talked. I
told Matt that he was my hero and that he was the toughest man that T had ever
known. When I said that I bowed down to him out of respect for his ability to
continue to smile and keep a positive attitude during all the trials and tribula-
tions that he had gone through, he just laughed. I also told him how proud I
was because of what he had accomplished and what he was trying to accom-
plish. The last thing T said to Matt was that I loved him and he said he loved
me. That was the last private conversation that I ever had with him.

Impact on my life? My life will never be the same. I miss Matt terribly. 1
think about him all the time—at odd moments when some little thing reminds
me of him; when [ walk by the refrigerator and see the pictures of him and his
brother that we’ve always kept on the door; at special times of the year like the
first day of classes at UW or opening day of sage-chicken hunting. I keep won-
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dering almost the same thing I did when [ first saw him in the hospital. What
would he have become? How would he have changed his piece of the world to
make it better?

Impact on my life? I feel a tremendous sense of guilt. Why wasn’t I there
when he needed me most? Why didn’t I spend more time with him? Why
didn’t T try to find another type of profession so that I could have been available
to spend more time with him as he grew up? What could I have done to be a
better father and friend? How do I get an answer to those questions now?
The only one who can answer them is Matt. These questions will be with me
for the rest of my life. What makes it worse for me is knowing that his mother
and brother will have similar unanswered questions. . . .

Matt officially died at 12:53 A.M. on Monday, October 12, 1998, in a hospi-
tal in Fort Collins, Colorado. He actually died on the outskirts of Laramie, tied
to a fence that Wednesday before when you beat him. You, Mr. McKinney,
with your friend Mr. Henderson, killed my son.

By the end of the beating, his body was just trying to survive. You left him
out there by himself but he wasn’t alone. There were his lifelong friends with
him— friends that he had grown up with. You're probably wondering who
these friends were. First, he had the beautiful night sky with the same stars and
moon that we used to look at through a telescope. Then he had the daylight
and the sun to shine on him one more time—one more cool, wonderful au-
tumn day in Wyoming. His last day alive in Wyoming. His last day alive in the
state that he always proudly called home. And through it all, he was breathing
in, for the last time, the smell of Wyoming sagebrush and the scent of pine
trees from the Snowy Range. He heard the wind—the ever-present Wyoming
wind — for the last time. He had one more friend with him. One he grew to
know through his time in Sunday school and as an acolyte at St. Mark’s in
Casper as well as through his visits to St. Matthew’s in Laramie. He had God. 1
feel better, knowing that he wasn’t alone.

Matt became a symbol—some say a martyr —putting a boy-next-door face
on hate crimes. That’s fine with me. Matt would be thrilled if his death would
help others. On the other hand, your agreement to life without parole has taken
yourself out of the spotlight and out of the public eye. It means no drawn-out
appeals process, [no] chance of walking away free due to a technicality, and no
chance of a lighter sentence due to a “merciful” jury. Best of all, you won’t be a
symbol. No years of publicity, no chance of a commutation, no nothing—just a
miserable furure and a more miserable end. It works for me. . ..

Matt’s beating, hospitalization, and funeral focused worldwide attention on
hate. Good is coming out of evil. People have said, “Enough is enough.” You
screwed up, Mr. McKinney. You made the world realize that a person’s lifestyle
is not a reason for discrimination, intolerance, persecution, and violence, Lhis
is not the 1920s, *30s, and '40s of Nazi Germany. My son died because of your
ignorance and intolerance. I can’t bring him back. But I can do my best to see
that this never, ever happens to another person or another family again. As I
mentioned earlier, my son has become a symbol—a symbol against hate
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and people like you; a symbol for encouraging respect for individuality, for
appreciating that someone is different, for tolerance. I miss my son but I'm
proud to be able to say that he is my son. . . .

.- - Every time you celebrate Christmas, a birthday, or the Fourth of July,
remember that Matt isn’t. Every time that you wake up in that prison cell, re-
member that you had the opportunity and the ability to stop your actions that
night. Every time that you see your cell mate, remember that you had a choice,
and now you are living that choice. You robbed me of something very precious,
and I will never forgive you for that. Mr. McKinney, [ give you life in the
memory of one who no longer lives. May you have a long life, and may you
thank Matthew every day for it.

Your Honor, Members of the Jury, Mr. Rerucha,
Thank you.



