






	  

❧ 

In May of  1976 at 24 years old,  I was sequestered for twenty-one days in the trial of  Frederick Burton III. The 
jury voted unanimously to convict Mr. Burton of  the 1973 murder of  a white prison warden at Philadelphia’s 
Holmesburg Prison. He was sentenced to life in prison without parole.  
	  
In 2018, when so many in our country began recoiling from the deaths of  African Americans at the hands of  
police and others, I decided to revisit my jury experience. I researched 
the newspaper articles from the trial I served on, as well as the trial in 
which Mr. Burton was first convicted. And I gathered detailed narratives 
from Mr. Burton’s attorney and others. What I learned was that Mr. 
Burton may well have been the victim of  our country’s pervasive and 
often unseen racism in which people of  color have been profiled, 
victimized, and punished unfairly by law enforcement, criminal 
prosecution, and the judicial system. Mr. Burton has been incarcerated in 
Pennsylvania prisons for fifty-four years for crimes I no longer believe he 
committed. He is seventy-seven years old. In spite of  multiple efforts to 
contest his first conviction due to prosecutorial misconduct, he has seen 
no relief. 
	  
What I also learned was that my decision to convict Mr. Burton was not 
based on the evidence presented in the courtroom, but instead 
unknowingly was guided by my own white privilege and the racial bias 
that accompanied it. My book, The Worst Thing We’ve Ever Done: One 
Juror’s Reckoning with Racial Injustice, published by She Writes Press in 
2023, tells that story. In that same year, I met Mr. Burton, now known to 
me and others as Muhammed, for the first time on Zoom. And in 
December 2023, I travelled to the East Coast, and with Mr. Burton’s son, 
went to the Somerset Correctional Institution for an in-person visit with his father. Muhammed and I continue 
regular visits on Zoom. 
	  
The Fred Burton whose story is told in the previous pages here is Muhammed’s son. The story was published 
in March of  2024 in The Voice, The Philadelphian’s quarterly publication. My thanks to the author Mary 
Walton for crafting such an important story. 

 — Carol Menaker  

The Worst Thing We’ve Ever Done: One Juror’s Reckoning with Racial Injustice is available for purchase online 
or at most brick and mortar bookstores. 
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