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JOHNSTOWN - Theodore Cook, one of two remaining suspects in the March 17 torture killing of John Morgan, pleaded guilty Thursday in 
Fulton County Court to second-degree murder.

Judge Angelo D. Lomanto scheduled sentencing for the 18-year-old Johnstown resident for Feb. 16. He will receive a prison term of 23 
years to life.

Cook, represented by Gloversville attorney Michael M. Albanese, decided to plead guilty as a pre-trial evidence-suppression hearing was 
about to commence Thursday in County Court.

Cook's decision to accept a plea bargain and avoid trial came two days after court officials announced that co-defendant Lucas Whaley, 
17, of Park Street, Gloversville, will stand trial Jan. 5.

As part of his plea bargain, Cook agreed to testify against Whaley. A third defendant in the killing, 20-year-old Amanda Dzierson of West 
Montgomery Street, Johnstown, pleaded guilty Oct. 13 to first-degree kidnapping in return for a sentence of 20 years to life.

Whaley's co-counsel, Michael Poulin, successfully moved to close the court Thursday while Cook recited details of the strangulation 
murder of Morgan, a 19-year-old from Warren County who attended Johnstown High School.

Lomanto has closed all potentially sensitive proceedings in the case, including Dzierson's statement at sentencing and a suppression 
hearing held Tuesday for Whaley.

Lomanto denied the requests. He also refused to hear an argument from Leistensnider over a telephone speaker, a practice employed in 
the past by other Fulton County Court judges.

Lomanto said such telephone conversations are prohibited.

He told The Gazette reporter requesting the delay that the court had extended him a special privilege to even allow him to make such a 
request. He said the newspaper had ample notice of the scheduled Thursday hearing and could haveSee COOK, Page B5
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arranged to have its attorney in court to argue the matter in person.

"I don't think I need to deal with lay people in a court of law," he said.

Lomanto said the hearing was on the court schedule as of Nov. 18.

Lomanto said under provisions of the Court of Appeals decision in the 1979 case Westchester-Rockland Newspapers versus Leggett, the 
media and the public have no First Amendment constitutional right of access to the court.

Commenting later, Leistensnider said she respectfully disagrees with Lomanto. "Subsequent cases [to Leggett including the 1988 
decision in Capital Newspapers versus Lee] hold the press does have a right to notice and an opportunity to be heard," she said.

Poulin said the hearing must be closed to ensure that details of the murder do not influence potential jurors at Whaley's trial. Poulin said 
the jury pool available in Fulton County is small.

Lomanto agreed, stating that media accounts of Cook's statement would taint the jury pool and serve to deny Whaley a fair trial. He said 
his ruling to close is also consistent with the same decision he made at Dzierson's plea.

Fulton County District Attorney Polly A. Hoye said she agreed to a lesser sentence for Cook because his actions were to some extent 
influenced by Whaley and Dzierson. She said the plea also saves the county the risk and expense of a murder trial. Cook was facing a 
maximum sentence of 25 years to life on the second-degree murder count, but could have received additional consecutive time on the 
other five counts in the six-count indictment returned in May.
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He and Whaley were indicted on two counts of second-degree murder, two counts of second-degree assault and single counts of first-
degree kidnapping and second-degree conspiracy.

While Dzierson had a personal motive for picking up Morgan at his Fonda apartment and delivering him to Cook's South Melcher Street 
Extension residence, officials said Cook and Whaley were angry over a $900 telephone bill Morgan ran up on Cook's phone.

Officials said Morgan was tortured for several hours before Whaley and Cook strangled him with an electrical cord and poured bleach 
down his throat. Morgan was bound to a chair, officials have said, while Dzierson cut him with a knife and poured salt in his wounds. The 
defendants, authorities said, hit Morgan with sticks, stomped on his abdomen and at one point assaulted him with a television set.

They were arrested the following morning in Dzierson's driveway after trying to dispose of the body, police said. Morgan's body was found 
in the trunk of Dzierson's Geo Prism.
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