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 Twenty-three years ago, Barry Beach

confessed to a brutal murder he now swears

he didn’t commit. He's been locked up ever
- since. Can new evidence set him free?

by Jessie McQuillan
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Convicted in 1984 based on a confession he has said all
along was false and coerced—and despite a plethora of
ysical evidence, none of which implicates hirh—Barry
| Beach has spent the last 23 years paying for 4 murder he
, and many others say he didn't cominit, Recently, with the
Coiar oA By help ‘of Centurion Ministrics, 2 New Jersey organization
" Sarah Daisy Lindmark that works to investigate and free wrongly imprisoned
inmates, Barry applied to Gov, Brian Schweltzer for executive clemency, which could
come in the form of a'pardon or commutation of his sentence, Prevented by legal

deadlines from taking his case back to the courts, and frustrated with the Montana
 Parole Board's recent rejecton of his sentence commutation application, Barry says

he's appealing to the governor because he refuses to give up on the truth, and

because he continyes to'keep fuith that someone will listen. ... 4
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Twenty-three years ago, Barry Beach confessed to a
" prutal murder he now swears he didn’t commit. He's been
locked up ever since. Can new evidence set him free?

by ]essfe McQuillan * photos by Sarab Daisy Lindmark

first long walk up the steps of the Glasgow
courthouse, where a jury would eventually
convyict him of the brutal murder of Kim Nees,
his high-school classmate. As he passed through
the courthouse doors that spring day in 1984,
he came face to face with a class of waist-high
children who stood, along with' their teacher
escort, and stared: :
“That's something I'll never forget as long as
1 live;” Barry says now, his voice shaking, in'an
interview at the Montana State Prison in Deer
Lodge. “The teacher didn’t even’ know me. [
hadn't been convicted, hadn’t ¢ven been in the
courtroom yet, and this teacher points me out
to these little, tiny kids and says, ‘That's what a
murderer looks like,”™ ;

B arry Beach can't shake the memory of his

Missoula‘Independent

Barry is haunted by the characterization,
which he says is utterly wrong, and his run-in
with the children was neither the beginning nor
the end of Barry's long and thus far fruitless bat-
tle to clear his name. Convyicted in 1984 based
on 4 confession he has said all along was false
and coerced—and despite a plethora of physical
evidence, none of which implicates him—Barry
has spent the last 23 years paying for a crime he
and many others say he | didn't ‘commit.
Imprisoned at 21, Barry is now a2 middle-aged
man serving a 100-year sentence with no parole
He has spent his adult life behind bars with one
aim: proving his innocence and winning his
freedom. Recently, with the help of Centurion
Minist'rieﬁ’ a New Jersey organization that works
to investigate and free wrongly imprisoned
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inmates, Barry applied 0 Gov. Brian Schweitzer
for ‘executive clemency, which conld come ‘in
the form of a pardon or commutation of his sen-
tence. Prevented by legal deadlines from taking
his case back to the courts, and frustrated with
the Montana Parole Board's recent rejection of
his sentence commutation application, Barry
says he's appealing to the governor because he
refuses to give up on the truth, and because he
continues to kéep fith that someone will listen

“The. facts exist and' they've existed for 27
years,” Barry says. “All I'm asking anybody—Gov.
Schweitzer, the Parole Board, the courts, I don't
care who—is to give me the opportunity to pres-
ent the facts for what they are. Because [ don't
even have to speak. .. the facts are there in black
and white.”

The' story of how Kim Nees lost her life
in 1979, and of how Barry Beach lost his free-
dom in 1984, has never been simple or
satisfying. And a quarter-century later—when
memories have faded, addresses have changed
and’ officials have retired—it's even harder
1o root out. But ample ewitlence does remain,
and has recently been bolstered by new
details. In Barry’s lengthy appeal to Schweitzer,
Centurion Ministries attorney Peter Camiel
presents both the history of Barry's case
and the results of a six-year reinvestigation
that has “uncarthed fresh The
Independent relied upon this material, case

material.

documents and original interviews with many
of, the people involved to construct this
account. -
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- .and cheerleader named

Phiolio by Jessn eulltan

Highway 200, near the Poplar. River.

LT

It was just before seven on'a Saturday morn-
ing in June 1979 when twoitribal police officers
on patrol decided to check out a ‘truck parked'in
a field west of Poplar where high-school kids fre-
quently  gathered  for = late-night  drinking.
- According to police reports, when officers parked
and approached the 1977.GMC pickup, they were
confronted with a smear of blood on the passen-
ger door, and then they saw a sweater, 4 purse
and a package of Marlboro cigarettes sitting in a
neat pile on the ground, covered in blood. Near
the truck, a pool of blood and clumps of hair on
the ground caught their attention, Then they
noticed drag macks and 'a 257-foot trail of blood
. and beer cans leading to the Poplar River. At the
end of the trail, they found Kim Nees floating face
up, four feet from the riverbank in.the shallow
milky green water, ‘clothed and 'dead.

Back at the truck, its light-green paint was
spattered with blood, with'a bloody palm print
dried clearly on the out-
side of the passenger
door.. Inside the truck,
the scat was' soaked in
blood ‘and urine, and
spatters of blood flecked
the windows, ceiling and
steering. wheel.  Three
gouge marks in the ceil-
ing ‘had hair stuck in
them, The: keys " were
gone, the ashtray was
open and the windows
were closed,

Kim Nees, an athlete

“most sensuous” in her
senior yearbook, and a
favorite of her fun-loving,
party-prone classmates,
++had delivered the valedic-
torian address at Poplar
High ‘School less than two weeks.before at her
graduation. The niece of a popular state senator
born to a white, relatively affluent family in a rel-
atively poor town on the Fort Peck Indian
Reservation, she'd racked up college scholarships
and everyone knew she was going places until;

The popular late-night hangout where Kim Nees was killed lies west of Poplar off

suddenty, she wasn't. An autopsy found that her

skull'had been erushed by miore than 30 gouging,
‘blows, likely with a-metal ‘tool. 'Her hands'were

bruised and bloodied from trying to fend off the
attack. She had'been drinking but wasn't drunk.

Both the viciousness of the attack and its tar-
get stunned the town of Poplar, and in the mur-
der's wake the local newspaper reported that sin-
gle female teachers were moving'in together for
safety.

Barry Beach, a'year behind Kim in school,
lived on the same block as Kim's family and had
dated Kim’s sister, Pam. They grew up like most of
the kids in the neighborhood, playing sports and
games together as youths and later eruising and
drinking at outdoor parties. Barry wasn't a star
athlete, but managed the sports teams with his
sister. His \mom owned a pizza parlor. and ice
cream shop, and he remembers the ribbing he
received from other kids at school because of his
mixed-ethnicity family; his biological father lived

“Barry Allan Beach

confessed to the crime, so
I think that, frankly, with
all that history, any notion

that there was somehow a
mistake in the process is
wanting for credibility.”

- Marc Racicot, who prosecuted
Barry Beach's case in 1984.

in ‘distant Louisiana and his mom, who!looks

white but is part Cherokee, had married a Sioux

man and brought their children together into one
large, blended family. Racial tensions were notice-
able'in Poplar at the time, Barry remeémbers, given
the era—the American Indian Movement was at its

Following the discovery of Kim Nees’ murder on June 16, 1979, unidentified law

enforcement officials investigate the scene where K[ms truck and body were found,

near the banks of the Poplar River.

height in the *70s—and the town’s location on the
Fort Peck Indian Reservation.

Today, just fewer than 1,000 people reside in
Poplar; situated at the intersection of the Missouri
and Poplar rivers in Montana's northeast corner.

The town’simakeup is about 65 percent American

Indian and 35 percent white, and the good jobs in
town are found at the Fort Peck Community
College or the Bureau of Indian Affairs. More than
30 percent of locals live below: the poverty line.
One stoplight” dangles mid-town, and many
downtown windows ‘are
boarded up with plywood
or protected with. metal
« grating. Cars of  youths
cruise around town bump-
ing gangster rap and loud
Indian.  drumming = and
chanting, Beck’s; the down-
town store that once dis-
played 2 memorial to Kim
includipg her senior pic-
ture, a crescent wrench (the
suspected murder weapon
at'the time) and a descrip-
tion of the crime seene in its
front window, is still open.

In the days following
Kim’s murder, agents from
the FBI, Poplir City Police
Department, Fort Peck tribal
police and" Roosevelt. County Sheriff’s office
logged evidence and canvassed the town search-
ing for suspects. In addition'to the bloody palm
print on the passenger door of Kim’s truck, 28
unidentified sets of fingerprints were lified from
the truck, initial reports show. A blood-soaked
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towel was found hanging on a fence a block from
the scene. Three separate sets of footprints—one
harefooted and two wearing sandals—were pho-
tographed along the drag trail and riverbank:

Despite the abundance of clues at the scene,
police found no witnesses to the crime. A June 19,
1979, EBI report said that though several suspects
had been identified, “Due to some ‘teenage code,’
investigating officérs are receiving very little coop-
cration from those witnesses who might provide
some background information.” Still, police were
able to successfully re-create Kim's night up unil
about 2 2.m., shonlybcforc they estimate she was
killed. Between midnight and 1a.m. she had been
seen sitting alone in her pickup ar the closed
Exxon station on, the edge of town following a
fight with her boyfriend. One witness saw Kim
talking to a man through the window of her truck
at about 12:45 am: Another saw her driving at
about 2 a.m. from the gas station toward the river
bottom ! park just west of town, following several
yehicles ahead of her. Yet another reported driv-
ing behind Kim's truck as she drove out of town;
that witness recalled seeing several profiles, sil-
houetted by his headlights, before she turned off
into the park.

Kim's boyfriend, with whom she'd argued ear-
lier in the day, was questioned repcatedly, as was
another local boy known for drinking and fight-
ing, but when their fingerprints failed to match
any found on the truck, investigators moved on,
according to Ceénturion’s investigation. Barry, like
others of Kim's classmates, was questioned by
officials and willingly provided fingerprints that
were compared unsuccessfully to the evidence at
the crime scene.

As months rolled by, concern grew in Poplar.
Even today, residents recall the fear that smoth-
cred the town in the wake of Kim's death.
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