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Connor Webber, Staff Attorney

“By the time we get our cases, our clients have been in prison
for years if not decades. They have no financial resources. I
often think to myself, if we don’t help them, who will? We
cannot get our innocent clients back home to their families
without the people, foundations and companies that support
us.”

WHY WE SERVE

As the Tennessee Innocence Project celebrates its five-year
anniversary, our team members reflect on why they do the
important work of advocating for the wrongfully convicted:

“Every single thing we do at TIP is a team effort - by our board
of directors, our staff, and our supporters. Every success is a
shared success. There is a direct correlation between the
people we can serve and the dollars spent (and the efficiency
of spending). I'm tremendously proud of our first five years,
but there are many more people who still need our help.”

Jessica Van Dyke, Executive Director & Lead Counsel

“A just society requires, at a minimum, that individuals are not
imprisoned for crimes they did not commit, and being part of
this work allows me to help right the unimaginable wrong of
imprisonment without cause.”

Margaret Wilson, Intake Fellow

“Wrongful convictions come in all shapes and sizes, and it is
important to understand how they occur.  It  is our collective
responsibility to foster a fair and accountable legal system, one
that can both prevent and correct injustices.”

Melissa Todd, Director of Development



LEGAL WORK
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During the morning of May 9, 2002, a robbery
occurred at B.B. King’s Blues Club on Beale
Street in Memphis, Tennessee. Artis Whitehead
was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to a
total of 249 years for the crime, although no
evidence connected him to the robbery.
Whitehead was implicated by a confidential
informant working to receive sentencing
consideration on his own cases. Police failed to
disclose the confidential informant and masked
his involvement through an anonymous Crime
Stoppers tip. 

The Tennessee Innocence Project, led by
Executive Director Jessica Van Dyke, undertook
a new investigation. The team, including
investigator Marc Caudel, uncovered that the
informant was paid and admitted he lied when
he implicated Mr. Whitehead.  

In December 2023, a judge overturned
Whitehead’s conviction, citing multiple
constitutional violations and new evidence of
actual innocence. Whitehead was exonerated
on January 31, 2024, exactly 21 years to the day
of his arrest.

FACES OF INNOCENCE

ARTIS WHITEHEAD

Exonerated January 2024

Incarcerated from 2003 to 2023 
20 Years Behind Bars

"A lot of things have happened and taken place for me to finally be at the end of
this journey...This is definitely something that I want to put behind me. I want to
be able to turn back to the things that I used to do in life. I want to be able to have
my record expunged. I want to be able to go back to doing what I like doing."

 -  Artis Whitehead



THOMAS CLARDY

In 2005, Thomas Clardy was convicted of a
murder outside an auto body shop in Madison,
TN. The only evidence connecting Clardy to the
scene was a single, cross-racial eyewitness
identification made nearly a month after the
crime. The State had no motive for Mr. Clardy’s
alleged involvement and forensic evidence tested
after Clardy’s trial connected different suspects to
the crime. In July 2023, a federal judge
overturned Mr. Clardy’s sentence based on
ineffective assistance of counsel. The State has
appealed that decision and the fight for Mr.
Clardy’s freedom continues. Bass Berry + Sims
and Scott Gallisdorfer have led the charge on Mr.
Clardy’s federal habeas claims. Gallisdorfer has
represented Clardy since 2019. TIP Executive
Director Jessica Van Dyke has represented Clardy
since the summer of 2014.

In 1999, Wayne Burgess was convicted of murder
and sentenced to life in prison for the death of
his girlfriend’s one-year-old daughter in Pulaski,
TN. The theory presented at trial was that
Burgess struck the child, resulting in a liver
laceration that caused her death. This theory was
grounded upon an inaccurate medical opinion as
to the timing of the injury. However, expert
medical witnesses provided testimony at the
post-conviction hearing that proved it was
scientifically impossible that Wayne Burgess
committed the crime. After more than a year of
tireless work by a team of attorneys led by TIP
Deputy Director Jason Gichner, Burgess was
released on May 2023, and the prosecution
dropped charges against him.

WAYNE BURGESS

Exonerated April 2023

Incarcerated from 1999 to 2023
24 Years Behind Bars

Incarcerated from 2005 to 2023 
18 Years Behind Bars

"Everything has changed since I went
in and came out like a newborn baby
out in the world... A lot of people
would have animosity, but not me. It's
something you have to go through.”

 -  Wayne Burgess

“Mr. Clardy has lost years of his life
serving a prison sentence for a crime
he did not commit. We believe in his
innocence, and we will continue to
fight for his freedom.”

  -  Jessica Van Dyke



SUCCESSES IN 2023

THE ROAD AHEAD

DRIVING COMMUNITY IMPACT
 

TIP led 13 community events reaching over 1,000 people across the
state and conducted two Continuing Legal Education (CLE)
courses, training 55 attorneys about wrongful conviction cases and
how to prevent them. In 2023, TIP organized two major public
fundraising events attended by over 600 people.  

FORGING NEW PATHS
 

In 2023, the number and geographic span of Tennessee Innocence
Project (TIP) applications increased, collectively representing more
counties in TN than ever before. TIP also achieved its first ever
Giles County exoneration and first ever release in Shelby County,
culminating in an exoneration in January 2024.

For the first time since the organization’s founding, TIP opened a
second office in Memphis and welcomed new staff in both offices.
By planting roots in Memphis, TIP better serves Shelby County
applicants, who make up the highest percentage of inquiries
received annually. 

“Overturning a wrongful conviction is incredibly difficult.  It
takes attorneys, experts, advocates, money, time and
resources.  For an innocent person, trying to navigate this
process alone, from behind the prison walls, it is
impossible.  No one should have to walk that road alone
and that’s where we can help.”

 - Jason Gichner, Deputy Director and Senior Legal Counsel



FUTURE OPPORTUNITIES

CURRENT OBSTACLES

DEVELOPING POST-RELEASE RESOURCES
 

As TIP grows, we hope to partner with more re-entry and social
service organizations to better support our clients after they are
freed from prison. In 2023, TIP welcomed its first ever re-entry
fellow, who has connected clients to a number of post-release
services, including dental care, medical care, mental healthcare,
financial counseling, educational services, and more. TIP looks
forward to growing this work in the years to come, building a robust
infrastructure of support for exonerees.

EXPANDING OUR REACH
 

Each case that the Tennessee Innocence Project takes on requires a
wealth of resources for exoneration to be achieved: from legal
staffing to expert witness testimony and more. As a small nonprofit,
TIP is dependent on the financial support of its community to grow
its caseload and expand its impact. Learn more about how you can
support TIP today by visiting www.tninnocence.org.

“As part of my fellowship, I work to strengthen TIP’s
re-entry services so that when our clients are released
from incarceration, they can have the tools they need
to transition back into the community and continue to
rebuild their lives.”

 - Madison Lowery, Re-Entry Fellow & Staff Attorney

http://www.tninnocence.org/
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WHY I GIVE:
 

“Most of our friends and
family live free to be who we
are daily. But there are many
people who are wrongly
incarcerated and don’t have
the means or resources to
fight for their freedom... I am
honored to support an
organization that changes
lives by exonerating those
who need our support.” 

 Belinda Anderson, Memphis
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THANK YOU TO OUR 2023 
PRO BONO PARTNERS!

SUPPORT OUR WORK:

1,495 HOURS DONATED

GIVE

SPONSOR

SHOP

Consider donating to the Tennessee Innocence
Project online at tninnocence.org or by mail at 700
Craighead St, Suite 300, Nashville, Tennessee 37204.

Purchase custom TIP tees, tumblers, and more by
visiting our website at tninnocence.org/shop. 

Businesses and organizations can learn more about
sponsoring upcoming TIP events by contacting
Melissa Todd at melissa@tninnocence.org. 

https://secure.givelively.org/donate/tennessee-innocence-project
https://www.tninnocence.org/host-a-fundraiser
https://www.tninnocence.org/shop
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700 Craighead St., Ste 300
Nashville TN, 37204

2029 Peabody Ave.
Memphis TN, 38104

(615)  581 - 7230 www.tninnocence.org

@TNInnocenceTNInnocenceProject

I look at my own body   
With eyes no longer blind—

And I see that my own hands can make
The world that's in my mind.
Then let us hurry, comrades,

The road to find.

Excerpted from I Look at the World by Langston Hughes

http://www.tninnocence.org/
https://www.instagram.com/tninnocence/
https://www.facebook.com/TNInnocenceProject/

