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Article Text: 
Two mothers and their families prayed together before a hearing Wednesday in Jackson County Circuit Court to ask for a kind of legal miracle. 
They wanted a judge to free two men serving sentences of life without parole - men who had been imprisoned for more than 16 years. 

James Bowman and Donald Dixon were burglars convicted of felony murder in the 1980s for the stabbing deaths of Earl Chambers, 86, and Pauline Chambers, his 70-year-old wife. State appeals for Bowman and Dixon ended long ago. 

But on Wednesday, even prosecutors agreed that the two should be freed, and Circuit Judge Charles E. Atwell obliged. 

Prosecutors said the murder convictions for Bowman and Dixon should be set aside because a federal appeals court last year had overturned the convictions of a co-defendant, Jon Keith Smith. 

The 8th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that prosecutorial tactics had violated rules of fairness at Smith's 1986 trial. The same tactic was used at the trials of Bowman and Dixon. The court ruled that prosecutors had overstepped the bounds of fairness by arguing in the different trials that different defendants were responsible for killing the Chamberses. 

So in the interests of justice, assistant Prosecutor Dave Fry told the judge, the murder convictions of Dixon and Bowman should also be set aside. 

Atwell praised prosecutors for a "very just and fair position." He also told the defendants they had benefited from fine legal work by defense lawyers Susan Hunt and Elizabeth Carlyle. 

He also told them: "You owe it to them and yourselves not to return here." 

The ruling left Dixon with a robbery conviction and a 10-year sentence and Bowman with a larceny conviction and a seven-year sentence. But both sentences have been more than served. 

The ruling ends a celebrated case that began in 1983 with one set of murders involving two different groups of burglars. 

Five men received life sentences. One was freed in 1990 for helping prosecutors. Smith was freed in December after serving 13 years. 

The Chamberses were found robbed, beaten and stabbed to death in their house at 5801 the Paseo. Earl Chambers was a former vaudeville actor who had retired from operating a tavern he owned on Main Street for three decades. 

The only man convicted of murder in the case who is still in prison is Michael Cunningham, serving a life term without parole. Prosecutors say he was convicted on other evidence and would not be released. 

Smith has said that Cunningham and another man, who was not charged because he was sentenced to life for another crime, had already killed the couple when he and the others arrived at the Chambers home to steal. 

The appeals court ruled in Smith's case that prosecutors had erred because they argued that Bowman was the killer at Smith's trial and that Cunningham was the killer at Cunningham's trial - contradictory theories of the crime. 

On Wednesday, Smith, 34, was in court to welcome his friends back. He works construction now and says he wears a constant grin. 

The families of Bowman, 36, and Dixon, 36, followed them to the elevator as guards led them back to the jail for final processing. 

Bowman's sobbing mother, Rositta Bowman, waved to her son, gave a thumbs up and grinned. 

"My baby was gone 16 years," she said. 
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