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Our opinion

AMERICANS NEED TO UNITE 
BEHIND FOUNDING IDEALS B10

By Nicole C. Brambila
Reading  Eag le

America’s fi ve deadliest DAs, 
including a former Philadel-
phia prosecutor, have ob-
tained a combined 440 death 
sentences since capital pun-
ishment was reinstated, the 
equivalent of 15 percent of the 
U.S. death row population, a 
new report has found.

Released just before the 
40th anniversary of Gregg v. 
Georgia , the Supreme Court 

decision that ushered in the 
modern death penalty, the 
Fair Punishment Project 
found capital punishment in 
the U.S. is frequently deter-
mined by “overzealous per-
sonalities.”

“The American death pen-
alty is not just isolated in a 
tiny number of counties; it 
is also driven by a handful of 
aberrant personalities,” said 
Robert J. Smith, senior re-
search fellow at Harvard Law 
School and lead researcher of 

the report. “Lynne Abraham 
exemplifies that phenom-
enon.”

And that undermines the le-
gitimacy of the death penalty 
system, Smith contends.

Among the top fi ve prosecu-
tors are three who obtained 
35 death sentences each: 
Joe Freeman Britt in North 
Carolina, Bob Macy in Okla-
homa and Donnie Myers in 
South Carolina. The other 
two — Abraham, a former 
Philadelphia County district 
attorney, and Johnny Hol-
mes in Harris County, Texas 

— oversaw the imposition of 
108 and 201 death sentences, 
respectively.

A b r a h a m 
r e s p o n d e d 
to the report 
in an emailed 
statement:

“I have no 
i d e a  w h a t 
the authors 
m e a n t  b y 

‘personality 
driven.’ My 
decisions were made only upon 
three factors: the totality of the 
circumstances of the case and 
the crime; the age, background, 
and history, or lack thereof, of 
the accused; and the applicable 
laws, and on nothing else.”

She declined further com-
ment.

Contrary to the assump-
tion that the death penalty is 
widely practiced, research has 
found it is geographically con-
centrated, with just 2 percent 
of U.S. counties responsible 
for the majority of today’s 
death row inmates.

Philadelphia, Berks and 
York counties were among the 
top 62 counties in the nation 
with the largest number of 
death row inmates, according 
to a 2013 report by the Death 
Penalty Information Center 
in Washington.

A recent Reading Eagle in-
vestigation found the state 
has sentenced at least 408 
defendants to death since 

1978, at a rate of 1.6 percent 
death sentences for every 100 
homicides. The county rate 
varied from zero to more than 
seven, an indication of wide 
prosecutorial discretion.

Abraham, whose adminis-
tration aggressively sought 
the death penalty more than 
any other in the state, has 
been called the “Queen of 
Death” and “America’s deadli-
est DA,” said the report, citing 
articles in the City Paper and 
The New York Times Maga-
zine.

She obtained a death sen-
tence for at least 85 people 
(some of whom have multiple 

Lynne M. Abraham of Philadelphia is one
of them; she oversaw 108 death sentences

5 DAs responsible for 15% of death row inmates, report says

[ See 5 DAs >>> B2 ]

Lynne M. 
Abraham

Bernville library heats up the internet
First in Berks County to off er portable connection to Web/B4

By Jillian Clemente
Reading  Eag le

The tradition of painting 
hex signs right onto the barn 
isn’t 6 feet under. It’s about 16 
feet in the air at the Kutztown 
Folk Festival.

Patrick Donmoyer, 30, of 
Kutztown, site director of the 
Pennsylvania German Cul-

t u r a l  He r i -
tage Center 
at Kutztown 
U n i v e r s i t y, 
had a paint-

brush in one hand and a can of 
yellow paint in the other for a 
hex sign painting demonstra-
tion on a barn panel.

“I can stand on a ladder and 
know I’m safe,” he said, giving 
the ladder a shake to prove 
his point. “I know this isn’t 
gonna move.”

The four large red panels 
were put together to create a 
barnlike structure in the mid-
dle of the festival grounds and 
acted like a canvas to show 
how hex signs, or barn stars, 
were painted.

While barn stars originally 
had dates that indicated when 
a barn was built instead of 
designs, tulips or birds, the 
size of the hex sign generally 
remained a constant.

“The Pennsylvania Dutch 
made them big enough and 
large enough to capture 
the American imagination,” 
Donmoyer said. “The pub-
lic visibility was distinctly 
American.”

It was at the fi rst or second 
Folk Festival that Milton Hill, 
a legendary barn star painter, 
got off  his ladder and started 
to sell handcrafted wooden 
discs emblazoned with hex 
signs.

Ruth Ann O’Connor, 73, of 
Fairfi eld, N.J., said she bought 
a small hex sign a few years 
ago, and it’s hanging in her 
garage.

“They’re beautiful,” she 
said. “It’s American folk art 
and part of our country’s 
heritage.”

Eric Claypoole, 55, of Len-
hartsville is a barn star artist 
and painter.

“It’s easier for me to paint 
on a disc, but I’d rather be 
painting on a barn,” Claypoole 
said. “Even if it’s 95 and hu-

mid, when you’re up there, 
you’re restoring a part of the 
culture.”

Eighty percent of Pennsyl-
vania’s barns that wear a star 
are within a 15-mile radius of 
Kutztown, Donmoyer said.

“The Kutztown area is the 
epicenter of painting barn 
stars,” he said.

The first two stars at the 
festival were done solely by 
Donmoyer, but Claypoole 
will be helping later in the 
week.

All four will be put up for 
bids during the quilt auction 
on Saturday  at noon. The 
money raised will benefi t the 
Dutch Hex Tour Association, 
a Berks County organization 
that financially helps farm-
ers restore their barn stars, 
and the Pennsylvania German 
Heritage Center at Kutztown 
University.

To start the design of a barn 
star, the artist must etch a de-
sign directly onto the barn. 
That makes it easier for paint 
lines to be crisp and helps pre-
serve the star.
Contact Jillian Clemente: 610-371-
5019 or jclemente@readingeagle.com.

Tradition of painting 
barn stars continues
at Kutztown festival

Inside: More 
photos, B6.

Hex signs ‘capture American imagination’

Kutztown Folk Festival 
When: Through Sunday. Open daily at 10 a.m. Closes at 8 p.m. 
Friday and Saturday. Closes at 6 p.m. today  - Thursday and 
Sunday.
Where: Kutztown Fairgrounds, 225 N. Whiteoak St., Kutztown
Admission: Adults, $14; seniors 55 or older, $13; juniors (ages 
13-17), $5; children 12 and younger, free. All-week pass, $24. Dis-
counted admission available through the festival website. Free 
parking. Festival is wheelchair accessible, and pets are welcome. 
Phone: 888-674-6136.
Website: www.kutztownfestival.com.
Today’s schedule

Fourth of July Ceremony, Main Stage, 11:45 a.m. ■

PA Germans at Gettysburg, Seminar Stage, noon. ■

Cake Walk, Main Stage, 12:45 and 2:45 p.m. ■

Hohner Harmonica Band from Reutiligen, Germany, Main  ■

Stage, 1 and 4 p.m., Hoedown Stage, 5 p.m.

READING EAGLE: SARAH STIER

Patrick Don-
moyer of 
Kutztown 
demonstrates 
how to paint 
barn stars at 
the Kutztown 
Folk Festival. 
“The Pennsyl-
vania Dutch 
made them 
big enough 
and large 
enough to 
capture the 
American 
imagination,” 
said Don-
moyer, site di-
rector of the 
Pennsylva-
nia German 
Cultural Heri-
tage Center 
at Kutztown 
University.

Hex signs, also known as barn stars, are synonymous with Penn-
sylvania Dutch culture.


