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Michae l W. Ustasze wski afte r having  se rve d  9 ye ars o f
his 35-ye ar se nte nce  in p riso n. He  is  27 in this  p ho to .

(Pho to  Sub mitte d )

Anika Duivenvoorden

Journey toward truth | overcoming the last 35 years

The Ohio courthouse went quiet on that cold and rainy
December day in 1977 when 18-year-old Michael W.
Ustaszewski waited f or his verdict.

As the jury deliberated, the young man studied his
surroundings, looking f or the closest escape route, but
came back empty when he noticed all the windows were
sealed. The jury returned to the room, and judge
Charles W. Ayers read out the decision. Guilty.

“The whole court room got completely quite and I heard
a [crying sound]. I f ound out later it was my dad, and
when I heard that noise I just broke down,” said Michael
Ustaszewski, now 54. “I was trying to gather my breath. I
said, ‘but I ain’t did nothing.’”

Ustaszewski was wrongf ully convicted f or the aggravated
murder of  an elderly man named Henry Cordle and spent
the last 35 years in prison. Ustaszewski was released on
parole last April at the age of  53. He was never exonerated.

Melissa Sheridan Embser-Herbert who holds the endowed
chair in criminology and criminal justice at St. Thomas, took
up Ustaszewski’s case af ter meeting him f or the f irst t ime
in 2009. She created a project t it led Journey Toward Truth
as a way of  recognizing his journey and re-entry into
society.

“He has not been exonerated, so there is still that pursuit
of  justice or truth in terms of  what really happened with
regard to the crime f or which he was convicted,” says
Embser-Herbert. “The other has more to do with things
that I’ve discovered about him, and myself , and f amily and
f orgiveness. It ’s really two-pronged.”

Embser-Herbert’s f amily knew Ustaszewski as a teenager, but she never met him. “I had heard over the years,
the rest of  the seventies, the eighties, the nineties, all about this f ellow Michael who still languished in prison
and said ‘I didn’t do it, didn’t do it,’” she says. In 2009, while driving f rom Minnesota to New Brunswick, Embser-
Herbert asked her mother who accompanied her, if  she wanted to stop by to see Michael. That route took them
through Ohio and Ustaszewski was located at the Ohio Penitentiary. Her mother, who hadn’t visited Michael in a
while, agreed.

“We went to the prison and spent about six hours there and I walked away thinking ‘oh my gosh, this guy really
got railroaded,’” she says.

Embser-Herbert almost immediately committed herself  to Ustaszewski’s case. He sent her all his transcripts
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and motions, and she started reading previous court decisions, and eventually presented her case to the
parole board.

Embser-Herbert was not the f irst one to take on Ustaszewski’s case. The Ohio Innocence Project had
represented him in roughly 2004 to 2006, but had to halt the investigation due to lack of  evidence. Two years
af ter Ustaszewski was convicted, the prosecution ordered that the evidence be destroyed which deterred any
possibility of  a later DNA analysis. “Ultimately we’ve not been able to pursue exoneration because he was
convicted on the bases of  so litt le that there’s not a lot to attack,” says Embser-Herbert. “The Ohio Innocence,
though they’ve got back into the game, are not willing to f ile a motion on the bases of  just that.”

Embser-Herbert continued her work on Ustaszewski’s
case. During this t ime, she started thinking about Journey
Toward Truth, which was init ially going to be a
documentary but developed into a website that illustrates
Ustaszewski’s journey through text and video.

“Three years was basically me working on the
investigation and being a source of  support f or him, and I
think he would tell you that was invaluable,” she says. “He
could share things with me in conf idence. He had
someone he knew he could count on to a signif icant
degree.”

In October 2012, the f irst init ial decision f avorable f or
parole was made. Because of  the level of  the crime
committed, Ustaszewski’s case had to then go to a f ull
board hearing. In February 2013, Embser-Herbert testif ied at the hearing, which was immediately f ollowed by
the decision to grant parole.

“I just lif ted my hands up in the air and I gave thanks to god, and I was crying a litt le. I bowed down on the
ground and I thanked god,” said Ustaszewski as he recalled that day almost a year ago, when he became a
f ree man f or the f irst t ime in 35 years. ”The f irst person I hugged was Melissa because if  it  wasn’t f or her and
god, I wouldn’t see this day.” Ustaszewski believes he would have spent the rest of  his lif e in prison.
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be a joke.’”

Although Embser-Herbert still worries about him, she
says Ustaszewski is adjusting better than she expected. 
He now has a job, a place to stay, an insured car, and a
license. He’s also has an even greater mission. Through
sharing his story, the Journey Toward Truth project only
keeps this mission alive.

“My true being wants to help people who are coming out
[of  prison],” says Ustaszewski. “Right now I’m trying to
partner up with the Ohio parole board to get approved to
going in and lending my services, my expertise on being
locked up, and tell them how it really is out here and what
you need to do.”

St. Thomas launched an exhibit as part of  the Journey
Toward Truth project on Tuesday, March 25th. The display
of  photos documenting Ustaszewski’s re-entry into the world is located on the f ourth f loor of  Brian Mulroney
Hall. It will run until the end of  April.

Anika Duivenvoorden sat down with Melissa Sheridan Embser-Herbert last week. She also spoke with
Michael Ustaszewski over the phone, about his experience. You can listen to the produced version of  her
interviews below.
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