
Nevada woman cleared of murder after three decades behind bars

Prosecutors in Nevada dropped a murder charge against a woman who spent more than three decades
behind bars for the crime, saying newly found DNA evidence cleared her of slaying a 19-year-old nursing
student almost 40 years ago.

A judge threw out the conviction against Cathy Woods, 64, in September after DNA evidence from a
cigarette butt at the scene of the fatal stabbing near the University of Nevada campus in Reno was
matched to a prisoner in Oregon.

The judge freed Woods on bail and told her to appear for a retrial in July, but Washoe County District
Attorney Chris Hicks said on Friday that his office is dismissing the case.

“It is our belief that the newly discovered DNA evidence and the continued investigation of this case
exonerate Cathy Woods of the murder of Michelle Mitchell,” Hicks said in a statement.

No one was arrested, and three years later Woods told staff at a psychiatric ward in Shreveport,
Louisiana, where she was a patient, that she murdered a 19-year-old named Michelle in a garage near the
college in Reno three or four years previously.

She said the same to Reno officials who visited her, and a jury found her guilty of the murder in 1980.

The Nevada Supreme Court reversed that conviction, but she was found guilty of the murder by a second
jury in 1985. Both times, Woods was sentenced to life in prison.

Her lawyers requested in 2010 that DNA from the scene be tested, and a Marlboro cigarette butt found
close to the body contained an unknown male’s DNA profile.

That profile matched one linked to two unsolved murders from California in early 1976, and in July last
year it was matched to Oregon inmate Rodney Halbower, prosecutors said.

Halbower, who served time in Nevada for an unrelated crime and whose DNA was recorded when he was
transferred to Oregon, is now charged with the two California murders, Hicks said.
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