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SUMMARY

The South Dakota Supreme Court affirmed James Lewis Rogers Jr.'s conviction for first-degree
murder and sentence of life imprisonment without parole. The court held that exigent circumstances
justified law enforcement's warrantless entry into Rogers's apartment to determine whether the victim
needed immediate medical assistance. It also upheld admission of Rogers's pre-Miranda statements
because the officers' questions were general on-the-scene inquiries and, alternatively, any error was
harmless.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether exigent circumstances justified the warrantless entry and search of Rogers' apartment

2. Whether Rogers' statements to police before Miranda warnings should be suppressed

HOLDINGS

1. Exigent circumstances existed because officers reasonably believed Walsh could still be alive and in
danger, justifying warrantless entry to protect or preserve life.

2. The statements were admissible either because they were general on-the-scene questions or because their
admission was harmless error.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Exigent circumstances exist when a situation demands immediate attention with no time to obtain a
warrant.” (¶ 12)

“The need to protect or preserve life or avoid serious injury is justification for what would be otherwise
illegal absent an exigency or emergency.” (¶ 15)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police received a tip that James Rogers had killed Caitlin Walsh and her body was in a suitcase in his apartment.
Officers went to the apartment, heard Rogers crying and saying 'I'm sorry,' and knocked. When Rogers
eventually opened the door, Chief Wainman pulled him out, asked what he had done, and Rogers said he 'did
something very wrong.' Rogers indicated Walsh was 'in the closet.' Chief Wainman entered the apartment,
smelled decomposition, and found a heavy suitcase in the closet with liquid oozing out. After obtaining a
warrant five hours later, police retrieved Walsh's remains from the suitcase. Before Miranda warnings, Rogers
said 'I never meant to hurt her' and later admitted to stabbing her with a machete.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Rogers was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to life imprisonment without parole. He appealed the
circuit court's denial of his motion to suppress evidence from a warrantless search and his statements made
before Miranda warnings.
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