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SUMMARY

The Kansas Supreme Court affirmed Vernon D. Harris’s conviction for first-degree felony murder. The

court held that Harris’s confession was voluntary under the totality of the circumstances, that the

prosecutor’s comments did not deny him a fair trial, and that his hearsay and newly discovered

evidence claims either were not preserved or did not warrant a new trial. The court also rejected his

cumulative-error argument.
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Harris directly appealed his conviction for first-degree felony murder
and life sentence with a minimum of 20 years before parole to the

Supreme Court of Kansas.

Suppression of a confession is reviewed under a dual standard: factual
findings are reviewed for substantial competent evidence, while the
ultimate legal conclusion regarding voluntariness is reviewed de novo.
Prosecutorial-misconduct claims are reviewed under a two-step
analysis addressing whether the remarks were outside the prosecutor's
permissible latitude and, if so, whether they were gross and flagrant
enough to deny a fair trial. Denial of a new trial based on newly

discovered evidence is reviewed for abuse of discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Harris's confession was involuntary under the totality of the circumstances because of the
length and conditions of the interrogation, isolation, alleged deception, and failure to disclose

exculpatory information.

2. Whether the prosecutor's closing argument improperly commented on Harris's decision not to testify and

violated his constitutional right to a fair trial.

3. Whether Harris preserved for appeal his claim that incriminating statements by his codefendant were

improperly admitted hearsay.
4. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by denying a new trial based on newly discovered evidence.

5. Whether cumulative trial errors required reversal of the felony-murder conviction.

HOLDINGS
1. Harris's confession was voluntary under the totality of the circumstances and was properly admitted.

2. The prosecutor's comments did not constitute reversible prosecutorial misconduct or deny Harris a fair

trial.

3. Harris did not preserve his hearsay and confrontation challenge because his trial objection concerned

statements by Harvell, not statements by codefendant Jackson.

4. The trial court did not abuse its discretion in denying a new trial because the proffered evidence would

not probably produce a different result upon retrial.

5. Cumulative error did not warrant reversal because Harris failed to establish any individual trial error.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The suppression of a confession is reviewed using a dual standard.” (167)
“The key inquiry is whether the statement is a product of the accused’s free and independent will.” (167)
“Deceptive interrogation techniques alone do not establish coercion.” (170)

“Accordingly, there is no reason to reverse Harris’ conviction for felony murder based on cumulative trial

errors.” (177)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police found Bennie Zeigler dead from a gunshot wound on December 31, 2001, after a witness saw two men
fight and heard gunshots. A codefendant, Lana Jackson, told police that Harris shot Zeigler during an attempted
robbery connected to a drug sale. After receiving Miranda warnings, Harris gave police several differing
accounts and ultimately admitted accompanying Jackson and Eric Donaldson to a drug deal, while claiming

Donaldson was the shooter. Harris was convicted of felony murder after the State relied primarily on his



confession, and he later sought a new trial based on a videotape and proposed testimony suggesting that he was

not involved.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A jury convicted Harris of one count of first-degree felony murder. The trial court admitted Harris's confession,
denied his motion for a new trial based on newly discovered evidence, and sentenced him to life imprisonment

with a minimum term of 20 years before parole. The Kansas Supreme Court affirmed.
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