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IN THE CHANCERY COURT OF DAVIDSON COUNTY, TENNESSEE  
FOR THE TWENTIETH JUDICIAL DISTRICT AT NASHVILLE  

  
ASSOCIATED PRESS, GANNETT CO., 
INC., NASHVILLE PUBLIC MEDIA, 
INC., NASHVILLE PUBLIC RADIO, 
SCRIPPS MEDIA, INC., SIX RIVERS 
MEDIA, LLC, and TEGNA, INC.,   
 

Plaintiffs,  
v.  
 

KENNETH NELSEN, in his official 
capacity as Warden of Riverbend 
Maximum Security Institution, FRANK 
STRADA, in his official capacity as 
Commissioner of the Tennessee 
Department of Correction,   
 

Defendants.  

    
  
  

  
   CASE NO. __________  
  
  

  
  

  

  
  

DECLARATION OF STEVE CAVENDISH  
  
I, Steve Cavendish, state as follows:  

1. I am the President and Editor for Nashville Public Media Inc. d/b/a 

Nashville Banner (the “Banner”), and I have personal knowledge of the facts and 

statements contained in this declaration.   

2. I started my professional journalism career with the Banner in 1993 

and have over 30 years of journalism experience.  I have also worked for well-

respected news outlets like the Chicago Tribune, the Washington Post, the St. 

Petersburg Times, Nashville City Paper, Nashville Scene and Nashville Post, and 

Washington City Paper before returning to the Banner in 2019 to serve in my 

current role.   
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3. I also served as the President for the Middle District of Tennessee 

chapter of the Society for Professional Journalists from 2013 to 2014, and I was the 

Director for the Tennessee Coalition for Open Government from 2012 to 2015.   

4. In my current capacity as president and editor for the Banner, I 

manage the overall business of the organization, provide strategic direction, and 

serve as the editor for various news stories.  I also contribute news stories and in 

the last three years, I have reported extensively on court proceedings.    

5. When the execution for Oscar Smith was announced earlier this year, I 

made the decision to serve as the media witness for the Banner for his execution, 

which occurred on May 22, 2025.  Although I had never witnessed an execution 

prior, I made this decision to relieve Steven Hale, who is a criminal justice and 

public safety reporter for the Banner and who has covered the last 4 executions as a 

media witness, from the responsibility of witnessing another execution. I thought 

this was appropriate to give him a break given the emotional gravity that comes 

with the responsibility.    

6. To serve as a media witness for Mr. Smith’s execution, I emailed 

Dorinda Carter, Director of Communications and Public Relations with the 

Tennessee Department of Correction (“TDOC”). On May 5, 2025, I received an email 

from Ms. Carter informing me that I was selected to be a media witness.   

7. To prepare to serve as a media witness, I spoke with Mr. Hale and 

Travis Loller, who has served as the media witness for the Associated Press for 
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numerous executions, to get a better understanding of what to expect during the 

execution.   

8. On the day of the execution, I arrived at Riverbend Maximum Security 

Institution around 8:30 a.m. The place was heavily guarded by correction officers, 

and I went through several check points before arriving at the waiting area, which 

was a big tent outside the parking area with the rest of the media witnesses.  

9.  We were moved to different holding rooms, including one that 

resembled a classroom, where we received instructions on what we would be 

allowed to bring inside the witness room.  We were told that we could only have our 

IDs, an analog watch, and keys with us in the execution witness room.  We were 

provided a pen and paper for note taking.  After 40 minutes in that room, we were 

moved to a conference room closer to the execution chamber where we waited to be 

escorted to the witness room.  

10.  Around 10:15 a.m., we were moved to the witness viewing 

room.  When we arrived in the viewing room, the curtains to the execution chamber 

were drawn and I could not see or hear anything.   

11. After a while the curtains opened, and I could see that Mr. Smith was 

already in the execution chamber room, strapped to the gurney. I could see that 

both his arms were strapped down and the straps went across his chest so that he 

could not get up.  His spiritual advisor and a corrections officer were in the room 

with him.   
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12. From what I could see, Mr. Smith already had an IV placed in his arms 

with a small tube and a line that went down under the gurney and up into a 

wall.  My understanding is that prison staff administer the lethal injection drugs 

from behind the wall, but I could not see them.   

13. Mr. Smith was asked to provide his last words, but the audio in the 

witness room was extremely muffled and he was slurring his words, so it was 

difficult trying to decipher what he was trying to say. I suspect that the execution 

team had already administered the sedation drugs, but I don’t know for sure.    

14.  At no point during the execution was I informed by any member of the 

execution team that they had started administering the lethal injection drugs.    

15. After the execution, I learned from a fellow media witness that there 

was an alcove with a set of rocks and that when they were moved, that signified 

that the drugs had been administered. But because I had never seen an execution 

before, I didn’t know to look for the rock during the execution.   

16.  I started paying attention to Mr. Smith’s breathing and the color in 

his face.  His face became very red, and then the color drained out of his face.  His 

lips started to look a little closer to blue and after a while I could not tell whether he 

was still breathing.   

17. After that, the curtains were closed and the audio was shut down. An 

announcement came over the intercom that Mr. Smith’s sentence had been 

completed. We did not see or hear when the doctor formally announced that Mr. 

Smith was dead, and we could not see his body.   
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18. Following the announcement, we were escorted out of the room by a 

corrections officer outside where all the media witnesses provided a press 

conference.  Along with my team members Steven Hale, who covered the execution 

from outside the institution, and Shauna Reynolds, we detailed our experience in an 

article published on May 22, 2025.  Steven Hale, Steve Cavendish & Shauna 

Reynolds, Tennessee Carries out First Execution Since 2020, Killing Oscar Smith by 

Lethal Injection, Nashville Banner (May 22, 2025), 

https://nashvillebanner.com/2025/05/22/tennessee-oscar-smtih-execution-

pentobarbital/.    

19. Because of the limited view provided to media witnesses, I was not 

able to accurately report with any degree of precision when the drugs were 

administered to Mr. Smith.   

20. This limitation imposed on media witnesses is particularly problematic 

because it puts us in the dark about what we are seeing.  For example, because we 

did not see Mr. Smith being rolled into the execution chamber, or see the execution 

team administer the drugs, we could not tell if we were witnessing a person who’s 

just been strapped to a gurney and maybe mildly sedated or we were watching 

somebody who is being administered a lethal amount of pentobarbital. It made it 

hard for us to accurately watch and describe the effects of the lethal injection drugs 

on Mr. Smith’s body.   

21. I was also a media witness and reported on the execution of Byron 

Black on August 5, 2025.  Steven Hale, Lilly Sabella & Steve Cavendish, In Painful 
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Execution, Attorney Says Byron Black was ‘Tortured’ by the State of Tennessee, 

Nashville Banner (Aug. 5, 2025), https://nashvillebanner.com/2025/08/05/byron-

black-execution-lethal-injection-tennessee/.  

22. My experience covering Mr. Black’s execution was similar in many 

ways to my experience covering Mr. Smith’s.    

23. After arriving at Riverbend, we were escorted into a dark room with a 

window, with the curtain pulled shut.  We were not able to observe any of Mr. 

Black’s preparation.   

24. When the curtain was pulled back, it was clear to me that Mr. Black 

was in distress.  Mr. Black did not have any official last words, but he was nodding 

his head, groaning, and said at one point, “It’s hurting so bad.”  The sound system 

quality seemed to be slightly improved at Mr. Black’s execution compared to Mr. 

Smith’s.   

25. There was no signal that the drugs were starting to be administered, 

and there was never any announcement about what was being done.  It was unclear 

to me when the drugs started to be administered.  I assumed that it had begun 

when the curtains opened, but I have no way to know whether the drugs had 

already started to be administered before the curtain was opened or whether they 

started after they had already been opened.  

26. Because I had seen Mr. Smith’s execution and now knew to look for the 

movement of the rock, I noticed that about six minutes after the curtains opened, 

the rock was placed.  I took that to mean that the lethal injection drugs had been 
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administered, but no one from the Tennessee Department of Correction confirmed 

that.   

27. With Mr. Black’s execution, it was more difficult to see changes to the 

color of his face because he was African American.  Mr. Smith was Caucasian, so it 

was a little easier for me to infer when he had died because the color had kind of 

drained from his face.       

28.     The curtain was open for about 11 minutes and then was closed 

while the doctor went to declare death.  The doctor actually announced his own 

name, which surprised me.   

29. After Mr. Black’s execution, his attorney reported that medical 

personnel had trouble finding the veins in both of his arms, leading to a puddle of 

blood on his right side.  I have no way to verify if that’s true because I wasn’t able to 

see that part of his execution.   

30. I think that access to the preparation stages of the proceeding would 

be extremely valuable to my ability to report on executions in the future.  Seeing the 

condemned inmate brought into the chamber and seeing their demeanor at that 

point, for example, would give us much more information about how the drugs affect 

them.  Seeing the IV insertion stage would give us more information about whether 

they are having trouble finding a vein.    

31. Knowing exactly when and what drugs have been administered would 

also be very helpful.  I understand that Mr. Black was being injected with saline for 



some amount of time before receiving pentobarbital, but I have no way of knowing if

that is accurate or when that switch occurred.

32. It also doesn't make sense to me that they close the curtain before the

doctor pronounces the death. We as witnesses are supposed to be able to see the

execution, but we don't really know whether the person is dead or not until they

have been pronounced dead by the doctor.

3 3 .Executions aren't something that I enjoy attending as a witness or that

I want to see. But I volunteer to witness them because I think it's important that

we as the press inform the public about these executions. And given the public

interest and controversy surrounding the use of pentobarbital in carrying out the

death penalty, it is important to the work of the media witnesses to be provided the

access to the entirety of the process to allow us to be able to accurately report on the

effects of the lethal drugs to the public.

34. To the best of my knowledge, the Banner plans to cover future

e x e c u t i o n s  i n  T e n n e s s e e .

I declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct.

S tev vend i sh

Date: 10/21/25
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