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Pardoning felon returns dividends

EMAIL PRINT (19) COMMENTS

All this talk last week about the governor's Pardon Advisory Board takes me back to 1996, when

I spent a Saturday in Madison with the board.

No, I was not seeking forgiveness for any crime in my past. I was there as a reporter to write

about the rarely covered panel in action.

It was the day I met Harold E. Stafford and saw him rise to tell his remarkable story.

Last week, the pardon board was in the news twice. It announced a short-lived proposal to

eliminate the need for pardon-seekers to plead their cases in person, and have the board rely on

paperwork instead. It only took a day for that bad idea to crash and burn.

We also learned that Laurie Bembenek has applied for a governor's pardon for the sensational

murder of her husband's ex-wife that she was convicted of 28 years ago. There's no ruling on

that one yet. Seems like a long shot to me.

But I got to wondering about Stafford and whatever became of him. So I called him up. The way

I found his phone number was the first hint that the direction of his life has been good. It's on

the State Bar of Wisconsin website listed next to his name as a lawyer licensed to practice in

Wisconsin.

Not bad for a guy who was seeking a pardon 14 years ago for his youth lost to substance abuse

and his conviction for drug dealing.

Stafford, then 35, told the board that day that he was soon to graduate from William Mitchell

College of Law in St. Paul, Minn. He needed a pardon so he could be admitted to the bar and

practice law in Wisconsin.

The board knew all about his past. How he had grown up in Chippewa Falls. How he started

abusing drugs in the seventh grade. How his partying washed him out of college more than once.

How he moved to California and began selling cocaine to support his habit. How his family staged an intervention and got him into drug

treatment.

The tough love worked. He returned to college at the University of Wisconsin-Stout, became a deacon at church and a drug and alcohol

counselor.

But his past caught up with him just before he graduated from Stout. Two FBI agents came to the door and questioned Stafford about his drug

dealing five years earlier. He was prosecuted but he cooperated fully. The case was transferred from the feds to circuit court in Wisconsin.

Stafford got probation, a fine and community service, but prison time was hung over his head if he messed up.

But most damaging was the felony conviction. That's what brought Stafford to the state Capitol that Saturday morning in 1996.

I remember the board members were extremely supportive of his pardon request, much more than they were of most of the 16 other convicted

thieves, drug dealers, robbers and other offenders who stepped up to the microphone that day. Their reasons for seeking a pardon varied. Some

just wanted to be able to possess firearms so they could hunt again. Some swore they planned to run for office someday and needed to be

cleared first. Some, like Bembenek who is in failing health, simply did not want to die as felons.

Stafford himself was facing his own mortality. A few months before his appearance before the board, he had a cancerous brain tumor removed.

He was battling vision problems, slurred speech and partial paralysis in his arms.

Wearing an eye patch and struggling at times to form words, Stafford told the board, "I really worked hard to change my life and become an

upright person."

Several weeks later, Stafford got a phone call. A secretary told him to please hold for Gov. Tommy Thompson.

"He told me that he reviewed it, and the board had unanimously suggested that he go along with the pardon, and he was happy to do so. He

said congratulations and I wish you well," Stafford, now 50, told me when I reached him last week.

Pardon in hand, Stafford graduated from law school that same year and passed the bar exam in Wisconsin. He took a job at a law firm in

Chippewa Falls, where his father was a judge. His past was an open book.

"They knew all about me and what I had done subsequently. Going to law school spoke for itself," he said.

In 1998, he moved back to Minnesota and took a job as a legal consultant for a company offering employee assistance programs. Then, in

addition to private practice and criminal defense work, he became a field attorney for a national law firm. Two years ago, Stafford moved to

Madison where he lives now.

He left the national firm this year and has started the Consumer First Legal Group, which has 65 lawyers in most of the 50 states, he said. They

offer a la carte legal services for people who require help drafting a divorce petition, preparing bankruptcy paperwork or other needs.

"The population we serve are less fortunate than most people. There is a real unmet need for providing legal services to those folks who can't

afford an expensive lawyer," Stafford said.

So he's passing along the benefits from the second chance he received.

"I prefer to believe that the investment society has put into me is paying dividends to this day."

Call Jim Stingl at (414) 224-2017 or e-mail at jstingl@journalsentinel.com
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