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SHE KILLED THE PREACHER 
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John Fontaine

The Case of Mary Winkler

Mary Winkler, at first appearances, would seem to be an altogether normal woman. So too did her family, with a husband who was a Church minister and three young children, girls aged just eight, six and one. 

The family lived in Selmer, Tenn., a small town occupied by around 4,500 people, according to the 2015 census. The town is situated to the south west of the state. Not much has happened in Selmer; the most famous person to have been born there was Chad Harville, former pitcher for the Oakland A’s, and for one year, the Red Sox. He achieved a 4-9 win-loss record over his career in the MLB.

Today, the most famous- or infamous- person to have come from Selmer is Mary Winkler. In 2006, Mary sparked a border-crossing manhunt, and a court case followed nationwide. She had killed her husband with a shot to the back from the family’s shotgun. But it was the gripping, and at times bizarre, court case which gripped the attention of the nation.

Matthew dead, Mary and the family Missing

The date was March 6th, 2007. It was a Tuesday like any other. Mary and Matthew were at home all day together, although Matthew was due to give a sermon that evening. 

It was actually members of Matthew’s congregation who found his body that night. They had visited his home to check up on him after he had missed the service he was set to give; instead, they found him lying dead, having been shot in the back.

There was no sign of Mary or any of their children at the home, and as such, they were reported missing. The authorities quickly sent out an Amber Alert, since nobody had any idea what could have happened to them, or where they might be. Family and friends had no information to provide police on their whereabouts. 

There was every chance that the family had been kidnapped or murdered, and their bodies disposed of elsewhere, although police could not identify a break in, and had no reason to believe that anything of value had been stolen.

It was only a day later that she was arrested in Alabama, having run from the family home with her young children. They were found 350 miles away from home, at Orange Beach, and in the back seat of the van was the family’s shotgun. It was certainly suspicious; but what reason could Mary have possibly had for committing such a crime?

The Trial

In the build up to the case going to trial, public interest ramped up. Speculation had been rife about why Mary would have murdered her husband, a seemingly nice, well respected member of the local community. Perhaps either one of them had had an affair, and Matthew had been killed in a crime of passion. Or maybe he had been killed for an insurance claim?

As such, the press reported every step of the story as it came out during the hearing. The trial began when a Tennessee Bureau of Investigation Agent John Mehr read a statement that Mary had made very soon after her arrest. In it, Mary claimed that the couple had been arguing about their family finances, before Mary had shot her husband with their 12 gauge shotgun. She had said that the last thing she had wanted was to actually murder her husband, but she had been brandishing the gun in an effort to convince him to work through their problems, together. The argument had been ongoing throughout the day, and Mary had finally snapped, resorting to drastic measures to be able to convince him. She had never intended to kill him: she had said in the statement, ‘I don’t want this at all. I don’t want any of this to be, at all.’ 

The statement continued on, and Mary claimed that they had argued often and argued fiercely. ‘He had really been on me lately,’ Mary had said, ‘criticizing me for things- the way I walk, I eat, everything. It was just building up to a point. I was tired of it. I guess I got to a point and snapped.’ 

At first glance, it would seem that Mary had simply lost her composure, become angry, and killed her husband ‘as the red mist had descended’. But after their initial statement, Mary’s attorney indicated that there was much more that would come out about Matthew’s behaviour when she testified which would help to explain her actions. Clearly, there were more problems with their marriage than the occasional, albeit fierce, argument.

Mary’s Crime

The case for the prosecution wasted no time in painting Mary as a cold blooded killer, who left her husband to die without remorse. Admittedly, the plain facts of the case made Mary seem unbelievably guilty. The prosecution relied on several of these facts in their attempt to convince the jury of Mary’s guilt for the charge of murder. 

Mary had disconnected the phone immediately after she shot her husband, stopping him from being able to call the emergency services, or receive any calls that may have come in. This suggested that Mary had been in full control of her actions, not panicking, since it is unlikely that somebody in a state of anxiety would think to disconnect the phone.

The fact that Mary had attempted to flee to Orange Beach, Alabama, was also a key point for the prosecution. Immediately after Matthew’s death, Mary had taken the family minivan to the beach, with her three children. Later on in her defence, Mary would claim that she ran because ‘[n]obody would believe me, and they’d take the girls away and put me away.’ Certainly, in many murder cases, the fact that the defendant flees the scene is a certain indicator of guilt. 

The family’s daughter Patricia testified that she couldn’t understand her mother’s actions. All that she knew was that she had heard a ‘big boom’, and the sound of something heavy hitting the floor. She quickly ran to the bedroom to see her father on the floor, and her mother holding the shotgun. She had no idea what could possibly have provoked her mother to shoot him.

Another sticking point was that the family finances had been ‘in shambles’ just before the murder had taken place. This had led Mary to become embroiled in what is called a ‘check kiting’ scam. In it, she had received checks from unidentified accounts in Canada and Nigeria, and had ultimately fallen to a financial scam that had lost the family money. Prosecutors claimed that this could have somehow instigated the argument that led to Matthew’s death, and that Mary had felt as if she had no way out of the scam.

They also jumped on the fact that in an initial conversation with investigators, Mary had told them that their marriage was a happy one, and that ‘[t]here’s no poor me. I’m in control.’ They clearly wanted to paint a picture of Mary as remorseless, deceitful, and smarter than she looked.

The Cross-examination

During her cross-examination in court, Mary stated that she didn’t remember grabbing the gun from the closet in which it was kept. What she did remember was that ‘something went off’, ‘hearing a loud boom’, and that ‘it wasn’t as loud as I thought it would be.’ She did admit that she had shot her husband. Matthew rolled from the bed- upon which he had been lying as they had argued- and dropped to the floor. Mary described smelling gunpowder.

Prosecutor Walter Freeland asked her whether she understood that ‘pulling a trigger is what makes it go boom’, to which she replied that she did.

Matthew asked her why she had snapped and shot him. She could only say ‘I’m sorry.’ The shotgun blast had been inflicted from behind, directly into Matthew’s back, and had caused severe damage to his organs and spine. According to prosecutors, he had in fact still been alive as Mary had run from the house.

But these simple facts were far from the end of the story, as Mary was to reveal.

Appearances and Revelations

At first, Mary spoke of her husband not in the past tense, but in the present, as if she couldn’t quite understand how final her actions really had been. In reminiscing about happier times, Mary told the court that her husband was an intelligent, social man, and that the family had shared many ‘good times’ together. She also seemed to enjoy talking about her children, and the happiness they brought her. 

This happy family life, however, was simply one side of the marriage. Mary’s attorney stated that ‘[w]hat went on behind their closed doors is going to have to be told ... Some of what we’ve got from the state of Tennessee touches on sexual abuse.’ Their defence was that Matthew had made Mary’s life a ‘living hell’: ‘[w]e will show you proof that he would destroy objects that she loved, he would isolate her from her family and he would abuse her not just verbally, not just emotional and not just physically—in other ways, too.’

Just before the murder, Mary claimed that Matthew had been threatening their children and even attempted to throttle their infant daughter, Breanna. He had been shouting, angry, because he had wanted a son. As the case went on, it became obvious that this was only the tip of the iceberg, however, and more and more sordid details of their home life would come to light.

Matthew, Mary claimed, was a violent, abusive husband. Shortly after their marriage, he ordered her to stop socialising with any of her family and friends (a common tactic among abusive spouses in order to further isolate their partners from potential help). Winkler’s sisters described how Mary seemed stuck in her marriage, unhappy, but unable to leave. In an interview, they said that ‘As the years went on, she seemed to be nervous to show love towards us.’

Mary was commonly ‘screamed and hollered’ at by her husband. ‘He just flailed. He’s a big guy and he was just all over ... He’d point his finger inches away from my nose. Whatever he was upset about, it was my fault,’ Mary had said. It could be over anything: ‘I was fat, my hair wasn’t right, the girls, if something went wrong, it was my fault. I didn’t know when it was coming.’ Mary described her situation as one familiar to abused wives and husbands across America.

Her attorney, Steve Farese, provided further information based on his conversations with Mary. She had needed her husband’s permission for everything, even for getting her hair cut. ‘This was constant, and she lived a life where she walked on eggshells.’ This abuse, he said, had given Mary symptoms of post traumatic stress disorder, simply because ‘she didn’t know what was going to happen next.’ Furthermore, a psychologist testified as part of Mary’s defence, saying that her symptoms were those of clinical depression and PTSD.

During her time on the stand, Mary also claimed that Matthew had forced her to watch pornography with him, and that he had bought her several ‘slutty’ costumes for sex, which she normally would never have worn, but for fear of her husband. If she refused, Matthew wouldn’t hesitate to get physical, hitting her or even using his belt to whip her. Mary famously produced a wig and a pair of white high heels in the witness box during her cross-examination to show the court evidence of Matthew’s other side.

Mary stated that she was never happy watching pornography, dressing up in sexy outfits or performing the sex acts that Matthew wanted. She went along with his ideas, however, because she didn’t dare face his reaction if she didn’t. ‘I’d just do anything to help him stay happy.’ Throughout these revelations, Mary was visibly embarrassed and uncomfortable. Clearly she would have preferred that none of them had ever come to light; but Mary felt it necessary to brave what her neighbors, and the nation, might think in order to clear her name and justify her actions.

Mary’s family had been quick to corroborate her side of the story. Her father, Clark Freeman, had spoken out through Good Morning America and detailed the ‘physical, mental, verbal’ abuse that his daughter had suffered. Other friends came forward during the court case, and gave similar verdicts on their relationship. A friend of Mary’s, Rudie Thomsen, said that ‘[o]ne Sunday, Mary came into the church and I looked at her and she had a black eye.’ Similarly, Mary’s friend Amy Redmon agreed that Matthew had been controlling: ‘[h]e was an authority figure, and he made the decisions basically. It was obvious.’

Conversely, Matthew’s family denied that their son had been anything like Mary had depicted in her defence testimony. Matthew’s father, Charles Daniel Winkler, said that his son was a kind, gentle man, who could have done nothing to justify what the defence was claiming. Diane spoke several times during the trial, lashing out at Mary: ‘You’ve never told your girls you’re sorry! Don’t you think you at least owe them that?’ 

The dramatic story of a supposedly kindly, gentle church minister having such a sordid, cruel and abusive hidden life gripped America. The case was covered extensively on all major networks, discussed on late night panel shows 

The Jury’s Verdict

While the prosecutors had tried to convince the jury to convict her on a charge of first degree murder, they were unsuccessful. The jury came to their verdict by April, that year. It took them eight hours to deliberate their way to the decision; this mirrored the response of the nation, which was similarly undecided on just what punishment Mary really deserved.

Mary was found guilty of voluntary manslaughter, a charge which carries a far more lenient sentence than murder. While murderers can receive full life sentences, and in certain states receive the death penalty, the maximum sentence for voluntary manslaughter is only 6 years. 

Mary showed little emotion at the verdict, but did embrace each of her relatives afterwards. In a show of support, her family had been sat in the row behind her, and all linked arms with one another to demonstrate their solidarity. Afterwards, she was taken back into custody to await sentencing.

Mary’s attorney stated afterwards that Mary’s testimony had been central in securing the more lenient sentence. ‘I think Mary’s testimony was integral in this decision. They had to hear it from Mary’, Farese told the press. ‘They judged her credibility and they saw that she had an abusive relationship and they made their judgment based upon that.’

For Mary, the most important implication of the verdict was that she could finally begin to think of being reunited with her children. Speaking on her behalf after the trial, Farese continued: ‘We would like to do so many things to open up communication between Mary and the paternal grandparents and to get the children out of this cycle of constant upheaval over this terrible tragic event.’ But the question of how long she would be in prison remained.

Mary’s sentencing was scheduled for May 18th, at which point both Mary and the prosecution would have a final chance to address the court before the judge decided on the final jail term. However, the situation looked positive for Mary. Not only would the five months that she had been imprisoned awaiting trial be taken into consideration, but the judge had indicated that alternatives to incarceration would be on the table. Perhaps Mary could avoid jail time altogether.

Sentencing: The Trial at an End

Due to a scheduling error, the hearing took place around three weeks late, on June 8th. 

Mary took to the stand one last time to plead for mercy. She read aloud from a prepared statement, telling Matthew’s family of her sorrow and remorse for her actions. She was ‘so sorry that this had happened’, and would ‘always miss and love’ her husband. ‘I ask for mercy and understanding, but I know whatever decision you reach today will be right ... I ask you to please let me go home today and be with my children.’  Tabitha Freeman- Mary’s sister- had also pleaded for leniency, in particular to let Mary be reunited with her children. She went as far as calling Mary ‘the best example of a good person I can think of’.

Members of Matthew’s family, too, took to the stand to plead their case for the prosecution. Charles and his wife were clearly hurt and in disbelief at Mary’s actions both in murdering their son, and believed that Mary had purposefully smeared his name at trial. ‘The monster that you have painted for the world to see? I don't think that monster existed,’ Diane Winkler had said.

After speaking their pieces, all that Mary, her family, and Matthew’s parents could do was wait until the judge’s decision. The trial- as well as the very public ‘trial’ that Mary had been through in the media- was finally at an end.

The defence had requested that Mary be granted full probation, or judicial diversion, both outcomes which would have meant that Mary would spent no further time in prison, and even that her record would be cleared of wrongdoing altogether. This request was denied.

After recess, Mary was told that she would spend 3 years in prison for her crime. But Circuit Judge J. Weber McCraw reduced that amount to just 210 days total in prison before she would be allowed to leave on probation. She also had that sentence reduced further, due to the fact that she had spent five months incarcerated waiting for trial.

Moreover, that time would be spent not in jail, but in a mental health centre in Tennessee. There, she would receive treatment for both her depression and post traumatic stress disorder. After such a long ordeal, with the prosecution fighting to either put Mary on death row or to imprison her indefinitely, it seemed that she had gotten off with hardly a slap on the wrist. 

Steve Farese branded the sentence ‘a victory’: '[s]he could be in prison for life, and that's what everybody thought she was headed for to begin with.' Her other attorney, Leslie Ballin, said ‘[s]he'll be able to get out and fight the battle she wants to, and that is to get her children back.’ Mary could finally think about the future again.

But certain signs indicated that it would not be as easy to reconcile with her children and family as she might hope. Matthew’s family left the courtroom without making a comment to the press, as did the prosecution, clearly disappointed in the verdict. They gave no indication that they would be happy to open dialogue about Mary’s daughters- not with the woman whom they believed to have murdered their son in cold blood.

The aftermath of Mary’s release

Mary was released on August 14th, 2007. She had only been sentenced the previous June.

Upon her release, her lawyer informed the press that Mary would not be speaking with them, to maintain her privacy. During her time in the mental health facility, Mary could finally begin her attempt to win full custody of her three daughters, and she was still fighting this case at the time of her release. She had not seen her children, apart from Patricia’s brief testimony as part of the case, for over a year. Throughout the case, and after Mary’s release, her children were staying with Matthew’s family.

Moreover, she was still fighting a $2 million dollar civil lawsuit filed by Matthew’s parents. They also took legal measures, which, if successful, would have meant that the custody of Mary’s children remained with them.

After her release, Mary seemed happier to her family and friends. From an outside perspective, it could be easy to claim that this was just as much due to her happiness at avoiding a jail sentence as it was to her being rid of an abuser.  She was in fact living with friends at first after her release, and went back to work at a dry cleaners in McMinnville, Tenn., 200 miles from Selmer.

In the same interview as was mentioned before, Mary’s sisters agreed that she had changed entirely. After years of shyness, Mary seeming unable or unwilling to show love to them for fear of her husband’s violence, she seemed to finally be able to open up. ‘Now it’s back to the old Mary [who] loves us and doesn’t care to come and hug us and gives us a kiss on the cheek.’

Since then, Mary lived in McMinnville. She has moved between jobs, working at the dry cleaners, before starting work at a nursery. She briefly dated the brother of one of her most vocal supporters, Paul Pillow; afterwards, she moved in with Wayne Cantrell, a preacher living in Smithville nearby.

Mary regained custody of her three children in 2008, but by 2010, received the news that she had multiple sclerosis. Her diagnosis came at the worst time, as she was settling down in her new life; she had not long started medical school with the desire to become a nurse, and had to quit since the work would be too demanding. She hasn’t returned to work since.

One comfort for Mary was that Matthew’s parents seemed close to being able to forgive her. After her diagnosis, they gave Mary some time off from parenting by taking care of the children for a weekend, which soon turned into several months. Daniel Winkler has preached several times since the events on the topic of forgiveness, although when asked by local press why he chose the topic, he has refused to answer, presumably preferring to keep those details private.

Mary, too, preferred to put the past behind her. In an interview with WAFF 48, the NBC affiliate in Huntsville AL., she stated how she would prefer to stay out of the limelight, particularly for the sake of her girls. ‘Whatever reason
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