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Va. man who killed two inmates is executed

BY FRANK GREEN

Richmond Times-Dispatch | Posted: Wednesday, January 16, 2013 9:08 pm

JARRATT - Robert Charles Gleason Jr., who strangled two fellow prison inmates, died in Virginia's

electric chair Wednesday night, unapologetic to the end.

Gleason, 42, was pronounced dead at 9:08 p.m. at the Greensville Correctional Center. Asked if he

had a last statement, he said among other things, "Put me on the highway going to Jackson and call my

Irish buddies. ... God bless."

He was sentenced to death for the brutal slayings of Harvey Gray Watson Jr., 63, his cellmate at

Wallens Ridge State Prison in 2009, and Aaron Alexander Cooper, 26, at Red Onion State Prison in

2010.

Both men were strangled. Watson was tied up, taunted, beaten and had a sock stuffed in his mouth.

Cooper was repeatedly strangled and allowed to catch his breath before he finally died.

Family members of at least one of the victims witnessed the execution from a private viewing area.

Authorities keep the identities and number of such witnesses confidential.

Of the 110 people executed in Virginia since executions resumed in 1982, he was just the second to

die for killing an inmate. Gleason was serving life for a murder in Amherst County in 2007 when he

killed Watson and Cooper.

Gleason refused to appeal his death sentences and told lawyers not to oppose his execution. Gleason

told The Associated Press that execution was the only way to stop him from killing.

In a brief filed with the Virginia Supreme Court last year, the Virginia Attorney General's Office

wrote that Gleason was, "an unrepentant murderer, has no regard for human life and will continue to

kill."

"Killing to him is no different than 'going to the fridge to get a beer' or 'tying a shoe,' " wrote officials,

quoting Gleason himself. Gleason, said authorities, "repeatedly made clear that he would continue to

kill unless he received a death sentence."

In affirming the death sentences, the Virginia Supreme Court noted that when Gleason pleaded guilty

to Cooper's slaying, he claimed he deliberately targeted him as a favor to another inmate to be

released soon and who would owe him a favor on the outside.

Larry Traylor, spokesman for the Virginia Department of Corrections, said Gleason's only visitor

Wednesday was his spiritual adviser.
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Death row inmates in Virginia have had the option to choose execution by lethal injection or the

electric chair since 1995. Gleason was the seventh to opt for the chair while 79 have died by

injection.

At 8:55 p.m., Gleason was led into the death chamber surrounded by execution team members who

held his heavily tattooed arms.

He was quickly strapped into the wooden electric chair at his chest, arms and ankles. He smiled,

winked and nodded at times toward his spiritual adviser sitting in the witness area. The adviser, Tim

"Bam Bam" Spradling of the Richmond Outreach Center, said he believed Gleason was indicating all

was well and he was ready.

After making his last statement, a wide leather strap - that covered his eyes and mouth but with a hole

for his nose - was placed over his face and secured to the back of the chair.

A brine-soaked sea sponge was attached to his right calf and a metal cap holding another brine-soaked

sponge was strapped to the top of his head. Power cables were then connected to the head and leg.

A key on the wall was turned to activate the system, and an execution team member watching the chair

from a one-way window pressed the execution button.

The first cycle of electricity - approximately 1,800 volts at 7½ amps - lasted 30 seconds followed by

60 seconds at 250 volts at 1½ amps.

His body tensed and his skin turned pink when the first cycle began. After a brief pause, a second 90-

second cycle was conducted.

After five minutes, a physician put a stethoscope to Gleason's chest just below a tattooed skull and

failed to detect a heartbeat.

A psychiatric evaluation of Gleason in 2010 found that he had a history of substance abuse,

depression and other problems but concluded that he was not suicidal and was competent to stand

trial.

Gleason was a native of Lowell, Mass., not far from Boston, and was an accomplished tattoo artist in

Colonial Heights.

He wasn't a stone-cold killer with a dysfunctional personality to everyone. To Patrick Hoffman, 24, of

Colonial Heights, Gleason was an extraordinary tattoo artist, friend and something of a father figure.

Hoffman said he had known Gleason since he was a teenager, had some tattoos from him and worked

in his second shop, Mom's Tattoo Parlor, from 2006 to 2007. "I knew him as Bobby, a lot of people

called him Bobby," he said.

"The Bobby Gleason I knew - he was a genuine nice guy, all-around good person," Hoffman said. "He
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was never, ever aggressive that I ever saw ... and he was a great artist."

He added: "I had heard in 2007 that he had gotten involved in a shooting. It was mind-blowing. No one

could believe it."

Former lawyers fought an eleventh-hour effort to have Gleason re-evaluated for competency but were

given a final turn-down by the U.S. Supreme Court Wednesday. Gov. Bob McDonnell said last week

that he would not intervene.
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