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Talladega businessman Clarence Cook was arraigned Tuesday afternoon before Talladega County Circuit Judge Julian King for the November murder of Michael Garrett. Cook entered pleas of not guilty, not guilty by reason of mental disease or defect, and not guilty by reason of justification. 

Cook's attorney also requested that King order a psychiatric evaluation of his client. King said he would rule on this motion in approximately 30 days. 

According to the Code of Alabama, in order for a mental disease or defect defense to apply, the defendant "as a result of severe mental disease or defect, was unable to appreciate the nature and quality or wrongfulness of his act. Mental disease or defect does not otherwise constitute a defense, (and) does not include an abnormality manifested only by repeated criminal or otherwise antisocial conduct." 

Unlike most other defenses, the burden of proving an insanity defense is on the defendant, not the state. It must be proved by "clear and convincing evidence," as opposed to the state's normal burden of proof "beyond a reasonable doubt and to a moral certainty." 

The motion requesting the psychiatric evaluation states that Cook has, in recent years, exhibited paranoid behavior and signs of dementia. Family members and former employees state in the motion that they do not believe Cook would be able to effectively assist in his defense. 

Cook, 78, is charged in this case with the Nov. 15 murder of Garrett, 22, of Alpine, at Cook's used car lot on Fort Lashley Avenue in Talladega. Following an altercation involving a car that Cook had sold to Garrett, Cook shot the unarmed victim in the chest with a snub-nosed .38. Garrett was pronounced dead at the scene by Talladega County Coroner Jerry Castleberry. 

The vehicle Cook and Garrett were arguing over on the day of the shooting was later returned to Cook's lot. Shortly afterward, the vehicle was set ablaze and destroyed. No one has been charged in connection with this incident. 

King initially set Cook's bond at $100,000, which is twice the recommended maximum bond for simple murder set by the Alabama Supreme Court. Cook was able to make his bond the day of his arrest, and remained out of jail until May 9. 

On May 8, Cook and an employee, Jeff Garrett of Alpine, drove to the Talladega County Judicial Building. Cook went to the back door of the building, next to the Sheriff's Office, and demanded to be let in to see Sheriff Jerry Studdard. According to LouAnn Butler, the warrant clerk in the Sheriff's Office who went to see who was knocking on the secured door, Cook was waving a copy of an inflammatory statement read by Talladega City Councilman Eddie Tucker at a City Council meeting on May 6. 

Although Tucker's statement was focused primarily on former Mayor Larry Barton, there were also several references in it to Studdard and complaints about the way the murder case had been handled. 

When Butler told Cook that Studdard was not in his office, Cook "began cursing and hollering and saying he wanted to see the sheriff immediately." 

"I'd seen him agitated before," Butler said Tuesday, "but never like this. He waved that paper around, and said he was going to burn this ... damn building down. He said that several times, and also said that he would own this building." 

Tanya Curry, a clerk in the Sheriff's Office, said she heard loud voices when Butler went to answer the door, and recognized Cook's voice. When she heard him threaten to burn down the building, she said she got Deputy Howard Bussey and Domestic Violence Victims' Advocate Robin Deason went to get District Attorney Steve Giddens. 

Deason said she had never seen Cook before, and had no idea who he was when she saw and heard the events inside the back door to the Judicial Building. She testified Tuesday that Butler told Cook the sheriff was not in, and that he should could back in the morning. "I may burn this ... damn building down before then," Cook responded, according to Deason's testimony. 

Bussey said he was "on the phone with someone wanting to file a complaint about something in Hobson City, which is outside our jurisdiction," at the time the altercation began. He testified that he heard Cook "cussing and hollering" and saw Giddens tell Cook to leave. "Cook said Giddens didn't own the building, he owned it," Bussey said. "He (Cook) also said, 'you want some G.D. trouble, I'll give you G.D. trouble.'" According to Giddens, Cook actually used an expletive instead of "trouble." 

Bussey and Jeff Garrett each took one of Cook's arms and got him out of the building. 

The next day, statements were taken from all of the witnesses by Sheriff's Department Investigator Bill Kennedy. Based on the statements, a warrant was issued for Cook's arrest on the charge of making terroristic threats. Cook was arrested the same day, and was jailed without bond. 

Kennedy testified that when he and Bussey took Cook into custody on the threat charge, they asked if he was carrying a gun or knife. Cook said he did not have a gun on him, but had several "stashed," according to Kennedy. 

Following Cook's second arrest, Giddens filed a motion revoking the initial $100,000 bond. King held a hearing on that motion Tuesday, at which Butler, Curry, Deason, Bussey, Jeff Garrett, and Sonny Cook (Clarence Cook's son) all testified. 

Garrett, who has worked for Cook for nearly 40 years, said he never heard his employer make any threats. "He's always loud, and he gets upset when people are rude to him," he said. He emphasized that he was not calling any of the other witnesses liars, but had not heard the threats himself. 

Garrett added that he had never known Cook to carry a gun. 

Giddens asked Garrett if this had been the case a year or so ago, when Garrett gave a statement to police saying he had been driving Cook when he opened fire on a house in Alpine. "You said, I believe, that he 'returned fire'," Giddens said. 

"That's none of my business," Garrett said. "I thought we were here about when he went to the Judicial Building." 

King advised Garrett that it was not up to him to determine why they were in court. 

Cook was never charged with the Alpine house shooting, in which no one was injured. 

Sonny Cook testified that his father's health had been declining for the past few years, that he had become "over-excitable" and had to be medicated twice per day. 

"He was always high-tempered," the younger Cook said, "and he doesn't walk much, he can't drive anymore, and his memory is very poor. When he gets mad, he's liable to say something he doesn't mean." 

Cook said he did not believe his father was a serious danger, adding that if King reinstated his bond, he would keep him at home. 

In answer to a question posed by Giddens, Sonny Cook also said his father had always carried a gun with him, although both he and Jeff Garrett said they had not seen him with a gun since the murder of Michael Garrett. 

Giddens argued that Cook's threats had to be taken seriously, especially in light of the fact that he was going to stand trial for murder. 

Cook's defense attorney argued that the threat should not be taken seriously, and that the terroristic threat allegations were a question to be determined by a jury. He requested that the old bond be reinstated, and new bond set on the threat charge. 

King, who was in court hearing a contempt case involving Fort Lashley Auto Sales proprietor Thomas Beavers and the City of Talladega during the May 8 altercation, said that he heard some of the ruckus himself, and that it disrupted the court. He added that he did not find out until later what was going on. 

"You cannot commit a new offense while out on bond," King said. "While Cook is innocent of this charge until proven guilty, this court has reason to believe that a crime was committed. The motion filed saying that Cook can no longer control his emotions also troubles this court. I believe that Cook represents a real and present danger to the public at large, and order that he be held without bond." 
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