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CHAPTER 23: COINCIDENCE?

Bob Brantner stood
in a Colorado Springs
courtroom, waiting
to find out whether
he would go to prison
or go home a free man.
Testimony had ground
on for two weeks.
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Stunned: Bob Brantner bows his head on Feb. 18, 1994, as he hears that a jury has convicted him of second-degree murder in
the death of his wife, Cheryl. He has always insisted that his wife’s death was an awful accident, not a deliberate act.

Waiting, teaching: Bob Brantner, in a meeting room at the Four Mile Correctional Center in
Cañon City, is hoping his latest appeal will allow him to be freed from prison. In the meantime,
he is teaching other inmates working toward diplomas. “It’s a very rewarding job,” he says.

Forensics experts had said
there was no way his wife could
have suffered her fatal head in-
juries in a fall — even a hard
one.

A firefighter said he’d seen
drag marks in the master bed-
room carpeting but hadn’t told
police.

Brantner’sthreesonshadgiv-
en emotional testimony, some
of it seemingly at odds with
their earlier statements to in-
vestigators.

Bob Brantner had spent two
days on thewitnessstand.

He’d detailed life growing up
on the farm, the hard work, the
push to get throughcollege,the
fulfilled dream of becoming a
shopteacher.

He’d talked about his mar-
riage to Cheryl, the birth of
their three sons and the grow-
ing strain in their relationship.
He’d told the jury about his af-
fair with a neighbor, which he
said was born of his failing mar-
riage.

He’d talked about the fight
on Dec.13, 1992.

He said it started after he
told Cheryl he wanted a di-
vorce.

Andhe’dtalkedabouttheear-
ly morning of Dec. 14, 1992, how
he and Cheryl had resumed the
argument from the night be-
fore, how he’d told her he want-
ed half of theirpossessions.

“I told her that I knew the
lawsof Colorado,and thatI was
entitledto half of everythingwe
had, and that I would see to it
that I got half of everything we
had, and at that point, she
pushed me,” he had said under
questioning from one of his at-
torneys.

He’d told the jury that Cheryl
lashedout,shovinghim.

When his attorney had asked
him,“Whatdid youdo?”he’dan-
swered, “When she pushed me,
I just put out my hands and
pushedback.”

He’d detailed the head injury
she suffered, the work to stop
the bleeding, how he’d helped
her to theshower.

He’d told them that when he
left the house that morning,
Cheryl was in the shower, and
the water was running, “and
shewas fine.”

When one of his attorneys
had asked him, “On the morn-
ing of Dec. 14th, 1992, did you
murder your wife?” his answer
had comequicklyand crisply.

“Idid not,”he’d said.

40 years
Nowit was Feb.18, 1994.
The jury had reached a ver-

dict after five hours of deliber-
ation.

The eight men and four wom-
en foundBob Brantnerguilty of
second-degreemurder.

Judge Gilbert Martinez or-
deredhim to jail.

In mid-May, Bob stood be-
fore Judge Martinez again. The
judge sentenced him to prison
for 40 years.

A fewweekslater,Bob’smoth-
er, Katherine Brantner, sat
down with a piece of stationery
and a pen, determined to tell
the judge how wrong he’d been
abouther son.

To Judge Martinez
Sir: I would like to tell you a

story of a young man you have
misjudged, Robert Brantner,
my beloved son.

In the forty-five years I have
known him, was he ever vio-
lent, or even short tempered?

We lived and worked our
farm of 320 acres.

We never had any advantag-

es, and worked for thirty
years on a short almost non-ex-
istent income.

But we raised enough gar-
den, and milked enough cows,
so we had plenty to eat. Bob is
one of eight children, and
worked very hard to get his ed-
ucation. No one handed it to
him.

He drove insilage trucks,
worked in a nursing home,
and farmed for the neighbors
to get through school. I resent-
ed the District Attorney’s sug-
gestion that he had every ad-
vantage.

He could not have been a bet-
ter father to his three boys. He
was a good husband for most
of their 24 years of marriage. I
don’t know what led up to that
morning.

But he lost it, and really
don’t remember much of what
happened. Except Cheryl was
still alive when he left, and
told him to go to work.

You really didn’t know what
kind of man he is, and I know
it will do me no good to ask
you to help him now. But I
wanted you to know, you
made a grave mistake.

Sincerely,
Katherine Brantner

Jailhouse lawyer
Bob Brantner has been in

prisonfor 121/2 years.
His legal odyssey has taken

him to Minnesota and to six
prisons in Colorado — one of
themtwice.

For much of the past year, he
was confined at the Four Mile
Correctional Center in the
sprawling complex of prisons
eastof Cañon City.

But in those 121/2 years, one
thing hasn’t changed: his ver-
sion of what happened on Dec.
14, 1992, in the masterbedroom
at the top of the stairs at 5640
Red Onion Way in Colorado
Springs.

What happened that day, he
says again, was a terrible acci-
dent, not a deliberateact of vio-
lence.

As he talks, he is no longer a
teacher.

He’s a jailhouse lawyer now,
and he’s asking the questions.

If he’d intentionally beaten
his wife to death, why was no
weaponever found?

They’d searched his pickup,
his shop,his home.

Nothing.
Why did he gather up the

bloody bedsheets and a towel
and put them in his pickup,and
why did he leave them there for
thepoliceto find?

“I could have probably left
them there,”he says. “ButI was
not thinking of hiding some-
thing. That thought never oc-
curredto me.”

Instead, he says, he’d simply
plannedto launderthem.

Cheryl made it clear, he says,
that she didn’t want their boys
to know they’d had a fight, to
knowthatshe’dgottenhurt.

Finally,he asks anotherques-
tion that his attorneysraised in
the trial: Could he have beaten
Cheryl to death, then dragged
her228-poundbodytothebath-
tub to make it look like an acci-
dent?

He answersthequestionhim-
self, pointing to his bad knees
and bum shoulder and missing
finger, calling it a “physical im-
possibility.”

He’s got plenty of other ques-
tions,too.

Why did otherpeopleconvict-
ed of second-degree murder in
clear-cut cases — a gunshot, a
stabbing— getsentencesshort-
er than his?

He points to the case of Sus-
an Hubbell, who was convicted
of shooting her husband in the
backof theheadin a WeldCoun-
ty field just five months after
CherylBrantner’sdeath.

That conviction was over-

turnedon appeal,and sheeven-
tually pleaded guilty to sec-
ond-degree murder and was
sentenced to 10 years in prison
for the same charge that result-
ed in 40 years for Bob.

She was releasedon parole in
May 2003.

Bobhas otherquestions.
At $27,587 a year to keep a

criminal in a Colorado prison,
wouldn’t it make more sense to
releasemoreof thosewhoare le-
gally eligibleto beon parole?

Connections
But some questions leave

Bob Brantner groping for an-
swers.

Was there a relationship be-
tweenDec. 14, 1961, when Mark
and Kathy Brantner died in the
bus crash, and Dec. 14, 1992,
whenBob’swife died?

The answer, he insists, is
“no.”

He didn’t even make the con-
nection between the two dates

until months later when his
mothermadenoteof it, he says.

Once he was aware of it, why
didn’t he tell his attorneys
about the terrible trauma his
family had endured on that
same date so many years earli-
er?

There was no reason to, he
says. It was, he says, just a
weirdcoincidence.

Nothingmore.

MONDAY: In the shadows
Mark
Brantner

About
this series

In just seconds, 20 children
died, and a community was
devastated.

At 7:59 a.m. on Dec. 14, 1961,
a high-speed passenger train
smashed into a school bus
carrying 36 students in the
farm country of Weld County.
It was the worst traffic
accident in Colorado history.
Only 16 children and the bus
driver survived.

We cannot know how
today’s tragedies —
Columbine, Oklahoma City,
Sept. 11 — will ripple over a
lifetime.

But 45 years after that bitter
morning outside Greeley, we
can see — if not fully
understand — how a single
moment has the power to
uncoil through decades,
shaping people for the rest of
their lives.

Online
at RockyMountainNews.com
n Video: Bob Brantner goes
on trial for his wife’s murder.
n Slide show: Trial photos.
n Discuss: Share your
thoughts on the series and
read others’ comments at
RockyTalk Live.
n Sources: Read an annotated
version of the story.
n Earlier chapters: See
previous installments in the
33-part series.
n Contact reporter
Kevin Vaughan:
vaughank@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-5019
n Contact photographer
Chris Schneider:
schneiderc@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-2270

Kathy
Brantner

SATURDAY 2/17/07 ROCKY MOUNTAIN NEWS  NEWS 23


