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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania reviews William L. Wright III’s direct appeal from convictions
including first-degree murder and a resulting death sentence. The court rejects challenges concerning
the sufficiency of the evidence, due process, trial errors, counsel preparation, continuances, conflicts
of interest, jury orientation, and related issues, and affirms the convictions and sentence.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was sufficient to support Wright's first-degree murder conviction and specific
intent to kill.

2. Whether the denial of additional preparation time, continuances, or changes of appointed counsel
violated due process or resulted in ineffective assistance.

3. Whether the warrantless seizure of blood from Wright's hands and his bloody clothing violated the
Fourth Amendment or Article I, Section 8 of the Pennsylvania Constitution.

4. Whether alleged trial errors, including prosecutorial references to Wright's failure to testify, jury
procedures, admission of photographs and recordings, jury sequestration, and jury instructions, required
a new trial.

5. Whether the evidence supported the statutory aggravating circumstances for the death sentence,
including the felony-murder aggravator and the grave-risk-of-death aggravator.

6. Whether the trial court was required to give a Simmons instruction concerning life imprisonment
without parole.

7. Whether trial counsel were ineffective under the performance-and-prejudice standard.

HOLDINGS

1. Evidence viewed in the light most favorable to the Commonwealth was sufficient to establish that
Wright unlawfully killed James Mowery, was responsible for the killing, and acted with specific intent to
kill.

2. Due process was not violated where qualified lead counsel was appointed more than a year before trial
and additional counsel were appointed later to assist with the guilt and penalty phases.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying the requested continuances.

4. The warrantless seizure of blood from Wright's hands and his bloody clothing was justified by exigent
circumstances and, independently, the plain-view exception.

5. The prosecutor's closing remarks improperly referred to Wright's failure to testify, but the error was
harmless and did not require a mistrial or reversal.

6. The evidence supported submitting the grave-risk-of-death aggravating circumstance to the jury.

7. A Simmons instruction was not required because the Commonwealth did not place Wright's future
dangerousness at issue.

8. Wright failed to establish ineffective assistance because his claims lacked arguable merit, a showing that
counsel lacked a reasonable basis, or proof of prejudice.



9. The death sentence was supported by the record and was not the product of passion, prejudice, or
another arbitrary factor.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A warrantless search or seizure is per se unreasonable unless it falls within a specifically enumerated
exception.” (137)

“There is a fine line between vigorously arguing the evidence and drawing attention to appellant's decision
not to testify.” (143)

“This instruction was firm, direct, specific, comprehensive, plain, and most revealingly, acknowledged by the
jury.” (145)

“Having rejected all of appellant's claims for relief, we are required to affirm the sentence of death unless we
determine: (i) the sentence of death was the product of passion, prejudice or any other arbitrary factor; or (ii)
the evidence fails to support the finding of at least one aggravating circumstance specified.” (158)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

After a prior romantic relationship with Tammy Mowery and the reconciliation of Tammy and her husband,
James, William Wright lived next door to the Mowerys. On Thanksgiving morning in 1998, after a dispute with
the couple, Wright shot his way into their home, entered the bedroom where the Mowerys and their six-year-old
child were located, and shot James Mowery repeatedly, including after reloading his weapon. Wright fled with
the weapon, was pursued by police, made statements that he had "toasted a guy," and was arrested with the
murder weapon, ammunition, and other weapons; blood evidence linked him to the crime scene and weapon.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Wright was convicted in Blair County of first-degree murder, simple assault, aggravated assault, two counts of
recklessly endangering another person, burglary, and criminal trespass. The jury found two aggravating
circumstances and one mitigating circumstance and imposed a death sentence; the trial court also imposed a
consecutive aggregate sentence of fourteen to twenty-eight years for the other convictions. After post-sentence
motions were denied, Wright took a direct appeal to the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, which rejected his due-
process, trial-error, sentencing, and ineffective-assistance claims and affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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