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IN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF LIMESTONE COUNTY, ALABAMA 

 

STATE OF ALABAMA   ) 

      ) 

v.      ) Case No.: CC-2019-476 

      ) 

MICHAEL ANTHONY BLAKELY, ) 

 Defendant.    ) 

 

 

State’s Summary of Background Events and Its Response 

to the Defendant’s Motion to Dismiss Count II 

 

COMES NOW, THE STATE OF ALABAMA, by and through its Attorney 

General, Steve Marshall, and responds to the Defendant’s Motion to Dismiss filed 

yesterday as follows: 

Yesterday Trent Willis took the witness stand and testified as to matters 

relating to charges that the Defendant committed theft against his own Principal 

Campaign Committee by “kicking back” $4,000 to himself through Mr. Willis’s 

organization, Red Brick Strategies. Then at a certain point in the direct 

examination, counsel for the State intended to delve into the fact that Mr. Willis 

was under investigation by the State. Upon the State informing the Court that at 

that juncture in the direct examination, the witness may need to be advised of his 

rights under the Fifth Amendment, the Defendant objected. 

Yesterday the Defendant filed a “Motion to Dismiss Count Two of the 

Indictment, Strike the Testimony of State’s Witness, and Strike All Documents 

Admitted Pursuant to the Testimony of the Witness”. Within the Defendant’s 

Motion, the Defendant claimed that attorneys for the state violated discovery rules, 

concealed an ongoing investigation, and acted intentionally to “thwart the 
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Defendant’s 6th Amendment right to due process and confrontation of Trent Willis.” 

In each case, the Defendant is either wrong on the facts or incorrect in its legal 

arguments. In response, the State will address three items. 

First, the State will provide a summary of events that will answer the 

question of whether the Defendant was oblivious to the State’s investigation of 

Trent Willis and whether anything significant has changed since the Defendant 

learned of this investigation more than 16 months ago. Next, the State will address 

the question of whether the Defendant was entitled to any statements of Trent 

Willis as an accomplice under Alabama Rule of Criminal Procedure 16.1. Finally, 

the State will address whether the Defendant would be denied his right to 

confrontation even if Trent Willis were to assert his privilege to remain silent under 

the Fifth Amendment. For the following reasons, the answer to each question is no. 

Summary of Events and the Defendant’s Awareness of the Investigation 

On February 24th, 2020, the Defendant filed a Motion to Reveal the Identity 

of Any Informants and/or Witnesses and Reveal any Deals, Promises or 

Inducements Made for their Testimony in the Present Matter. (State’s Exhibit A). 

On a phone call the following day, counsel for the Defendant refused to reveal the 

basis for their motion and stated that they would only reveal the basis for their 

motion in court. On the 26th of February, 2020, a hearing was held wherein the 

Defendant stated the Alabama Attorney General’s Office had an open investigation 

on Trent Willis. The prosecutors assigned to prosecuting the Blakely matter were 
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not aware of this investigation; however, upon inquiry with other divisions within 

the Attorney General’s Office determined an investigation had been opened. 

The State intends to call Assistant Attorney General Jasper Roberts to the 

witness stand if necessary. The State expects him to testify that a short time after 

the hearing of February 26, he discussed the issue with an attorney for the 

Defendant. We expect AAG Roberts to testify that he told the attorney an open 

investigation of Trent Willis existed at the Alabama Attorney General’s Office.1 In 

addition, AAG Roberts confirmed the Attorney General’s Office made no promises or 

inducements to Willis for his testimony. 

Corroborating evidence indicating that the Defendant knew Trent Willis was 

under investigation also includes a subpoena issued on March 10, 2020 at the 

request of the Defendant to “Kyle Drake”. (State’s Exhibit B). While Kyle Drake is 

not an investigator at the Alabama Attorney General’s Office, Kyle Clark is, and 

was assigned to the investigation of Trent Willis. The subpoena was clearly 

intended for him because it was addressed to the Office of the Alabama Attorney 

General. In addition, Jim Cook, an Investigator at the Madison County District 

Attorney’s Office who took the original complaint against Trent Willis before it was 

referred to the Alabama Attorney General’s Office was actually served a subpoena 

for this trial on July 9, 2021. (State’s Exhibit C).  In fact, during this very trial, the 

 
1 This investigation is separate from the subject of a complaint against Trent Willis that was filed at 

the Alabama Attorney General’s office on May 1, 2019 and attached to the Defendant’s Motion to 

Dismiss. (State’s Exhibit D). This complaint involved, among other things, revenue issues, so it was 

referred to the Alabama Department of Revenue for their determination in how to proceed. The 

Alabama Attorney General’s Office has taken no additional action on this matter.    
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Defendant qualified Steve Raby as a witness in front of the venire. Steve Raby is an 

individual connected to the ongoing investigation of Willis. Each of these 

independent events indicate that defense counsel were well aware of the 

investigation into Trent Willis and that defense counsel were able to “investigate 

and subpoena witnesses” to prepare their defense, in contradiction to Defendant’s 

claim that he could not do so. Motion at ¶ 19.  

After the special appointment of this Court, status hearings were held on 

both March 4th and April 12th, 2021, and this Court asked about the status of the 

Defendant’s Motion to Reveal the Identity of Any Informants and/or Witnesses and 

Reveal any Deals, Promises or Inducements Made for their Testimony. The 

Defendant stated it had been resolved. The Defendant could have raised this issue 

at either hearing. He did not. Alternatively, the Defendant could have filed another 

motion to address this issue. He did not. Regardless, the State has complied with its 

obligation under Brady, Giglio, and other authority to provide any information to 

defense counsel regarding any deals or immunity regarding this witness. Because 

no such deal exists, there is nothing to provide defense counsel with.  

In short, contrary to the Defense attorneys’ feigned surprise when Assistant 

Chief Deputy Attorney General Clark Morris stated she believed Willis needed to be 

informed of his right to remain silent, the evidence is that they were not surprised 

at all of the news that Trent Willis was under investigation. They had known for 

over a year, and in that time, nothing significant has changed with regards to the 

status of Trent Willis’s ongoing investigation. An article was even published by the 

DOCUMENT 367



Page 5 of 11 

 

Alabama Political Reporter published on June 24, 2021 purporting to offer details of 

an investigation.2 (State’s Exhibit E). This article specifically referenced that Trent 

Willis was potentially involved in missing campaign money and the Alabama 

Attorney General’s Office was thought to be involved. And yet, as Trent Willis was 

called to the witness stand, sworn, and testified, no objections were lodged to his 

testimony until the State requested the Court inform Mr. Willis of his rights under 

the Fifth Amendment. 

The Defendant is Not Entitled to Any Prior Statements 

by Willis under ALA.R.CRIM.P. 16.1(b) 

The Defendant’s argument that the State failed to produce discovery of Trent 

Willis’s previous statements under ALA.R.CRIM.P. 16.1(b) is wrong on the evidence 

and the law. First, there is insufficient evidence to prove Willis is an accomplice. 

Second, Rule 16.1 does not even apply because the State did not offer into evidence 

any prior statement by Willis.. 

“The classic and usual test to determine whether a witness is an accomplice 

is whether he could be indicted and convicted for the particular offense, either as a 

principal or accessory.” Norton v. State, 2020 WL 1227714 (Ala. Crim. App. 2020) 

(quoting Darden v. State, 68 So. 550, 551 (Ct. App. 1915)). The evidence at trial 

shows that Mike Blakely wrote a campaign check for $7,500 and directed Trent 

Willis to leave a signed blank check from Red Brick’s account, which he did. Willis, 

however, was not in a position to know where Blakely deposited those funds. At the 

 
2 The Attorney General’s office does not mean to confirm any of the details of this article by 

referencing it in this filing. 
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time Willis left the check, he did not know whether Mike Blakely would ultimately 

use the check, what amount he would put on the check, and where he would deposit 

the check. Even assuming Willis later reviewed his bank records, Willis still would 

not have known that Blakely put that check in his personal account. There is no 

substantial evidence the State is aware of that indicates Willis had knowledge 

Blakely was depositing the check Willis gave Blakely into his personal account. 

Willis could not be an accomplice to an offense he didn’t know Blakely was going to 

commit.  

In addition, the Defendant’s argument that they are entitled to the discovery 

of an accomplice’s statement fails because ALA.R.CRIM.P. 16.1(b) does not mandate 

the disclosure of all accomplice statements. Both subsections of the rule, by their 

own terms, only require disclosure of accomplice statements “which the 

state/municipality intends to offer in evidence at trial”. Ala.R.Crim.P. 16.1(b)(1)-(2). 

However, the State intended to offer no such statement into evidence, and instead 

elected to offer testimony of Willis himself. 

Moreover, this latest claim by the Defendant that the State has concealed 

discovery is again long overdue and overwrought. In discovery, the Defendant 

received all the checks and invoices at issued (from Bank Independent, from Red 

Brick, and from John Plunk), and on February 7, 2020, he received an incredibly 

detailed Notice of Intent to Introduce Evidence Pursuant to Rule 404(b) of the 

Alabama Rules of Evidence and Otherwise. Although the State contends that the 

events laid out in its 404(b) notice were part of the res gestae of the offense and 
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therefore required no notice, the State gave a notice anyway in the event the Court 

ruled otherwise. The following are the details the State provided in its notice: 

[I]n June 2014, while Defendant Blakely was running for 

reelection as the Limestone County Sheriff, he reached an agreement 

with attorney John Plunk and Trent Willis, owner of Red Brick 

Strategies—a media consulting firm. Their arrangement called for Red 

Brick to provide Blakely’s campaign with consulting services and media 

relations for six months, from June through November. Plunk agreed 

that he, rather than Blakely’s campaign, would pay Red Brick’s 

invoice—$3,500 per month—each of those six months. Under Alabama 

law, Blakely’s campaign should have reported Plunk’s payments as in-

kind contributions. While it is not clear that an invoice was issued in 

June 2014, Plunk paid $3,500 to Red Brick in June for its work 

benefiting Blakely’s campaign. Following June, Red Brick issued an 

invoice to Plunk in July, August, September, and October on the 7th of 

each month. Within a week or two of each of those invoices, Plunk or a 

business with which he was associated paid Red Brick $3,500. Despite 

a duty to do so, Blakely’s campaign did not disclose any of those four 

invoiced payments, or the June payment, as in-kind contributions to his 

campaign. 

Turning to the charged conduct, on November 7, 2014, Red Brick 

issued its sixth and final invoice to Plunk for $3,500 for work on 

Blakely’s campaign. This time, Plunk did not pay the invoice. Instead, 

on November 14, Blakely gave Red Brick a $7,500 check drawn on his 

campaign account and took a Red Brick check that was partially 

completed and signed by Willis; Blakely hand wrote the amount as 

$4,000 and put his name on the payee line. The next day, at Blakely’s 

request, Red Brick issued Blakley’s principal campaign committee an 

invoice for $7,500. A day or two later, Blakely deposited the Red Brick 

check into his personal account, and Willis deposited the Blakely 

campaign check into Red Brick’s business account. The net result was 

that Red Brick got $3,500 from Blakely’s principal campaign 

committee—the amount Red Brick was owed pursuant to its agreement 

with Plunk. As for Blakley, he got $4,000—the remainder of the $7,500 

check issued from Blakely’s campaign committee. On November 17, 

Willis voided and deleted the $3,500 invoice to Plunk. In January 2015, 

Blakely filed his campaign’s 2014 annual report. In that report, he 

disclosed that his campaign paid Red Brick $7,500. The report disclosed 

nothing about the $4,000 that went to Blakely personally. 
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Instead of claiming that the State has not provided discovery in the midst of 

trial, the Defendants could have asked for additional information at an earlier time 

if they believed they were entitled to it. However, they have again waited until far 

beyond the 11th hour. 

 

Willis’s Assertion of His Fifth Amendment Privilege Would 

Not Deny the Defendant the Right Cross Examination 

The Defendant argues that the State sought to “preclude and thwart the 

Defendant’s 6th Amendment right to due process and confrontation of Trent Willis.” 

Defendant’s Motion to Dismiss, ¶ 16. The Defendant argues that the State 

requested the Court advise the Defendant of his rights under the Fifth Amendment 

“at the conclusion of the State’s direct examination of Trent Willis.” Defendant’s 

Motion to Dismiss, ¶¶ 15-16. However, the State’s direct examination of Trent 

Willis was not concluded at this time. As stated above, counsel for the State 

intended to delve into fact that Willis was the subject of an ongoing investigation, 

which is what prompted her to request the Court instruct the witness on his rights. 

The instruction was not meant as a preface to the Defendant’s cross examination, 

but as a preface to the questions the State would be posing to the witness. 

Moreover, even if Willis asserts his Fifth Amendment privilege with regards 

to the subject matter of the ongoing investigation, it constitutes a collateral matter 

that does not deprive the Defendant of his Fifth Amendment Rights. “Where a 

witness has legitimately invoked the privilege, his direct testimony must be struck 

only if the defendants' inability to complete their inquiry created a ‘substantial 
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danger of prejudice by depriving (them) of the ability to test the truth of the 

witness's direct testimony.’” United States v. Diecidue, 603 F.2d 535, 551 (5th Cir. 

1979) (citing Fountain v. United States, 384 F.2d 624, 628 (5th Cir. 1979)). “It is 

generally only where the witness refuses to answer on ‘direct’ as opposed to 

‘collateral’ matters that his direct testimony must be excised.” Id. “A general attack 

on credibility is, concededly, a collateral matter.” United States v. Treacy, 639 F.3d 

32, 45 (2nd Cir. 2011). 

It is true that there is some argument that can be made that a witness for the 

State can be attacked for bias because that witness is under investigation. See 

CHARLES W. GAMBLE, MCELROY’S ALABAMA EVIDENCE, 1061 (CLE Alabama, 7th Ed. 

2020) (stating “[t]he fact a witness is being investigated or charged by the 

prosecuting authorities may be relevant, in appropriate instances, to show bias for 

the state”). However, instead of preparing to cross examine the witness with 

regards to the ongoing investigation—which acknowledging would not itself 

incriminate him—the Defendant choses to argue he should not be cross examined at 

all and instead argues they didn’t have knowledge of the investigation which, as 

discussed above, is incorrect. They also choose to argue that they didn’t get proper 

discovery which, as discussed above, is also incorrect. Yet again, instead the 

Defendant chooses to wait until well-beyond the 11th hour to make the argument 

the count should be dismissed or Willis’s testimony struck. In short, the Defendant 

asks this Court to relieve him of his obligation to perform a diligent cross-

examination that he has been able to prepare for the last sixteen months. And the 
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Defendant asks this Court for this remedy on a demonstrably misleading and 

inadequate basis.  

The Defendant’s preferred remedy is not appropriate in any circumstance 

because any attack on bias is an attack on credibility, which as discussed above, is a 

collateral matter. Rule 616 of the Alabama Rules of Evidence states that “[a] party 

may attack the credibility of a witness by presenting evidence that the witness has a 

bias or prejudice for or against a party to the case or that the witness has an 

interest in the case.” (Emphasis added). Since bias is the mechanism whereby 

testimony about Willis’s ongoing investigation would be admitted, this evidence of 

bias falls under the umbrella of an attack on credibility, which falls under the larger 

umbrella of a collateral matter whereby a cross examination can be limited without 

creating a “‘substantial danger of prejudice by depriving (them) of the ability to test 

the truth of the witness's direct testimony.’” Diecidue, 603 F.2d at 551. 

 Even if Willis asserts his Fifth Amendment rights as to these collateral 

matters, the defendant will still be able to cross examine Trent Willis on all the 

matters that are central to the case that were covered. His right to cross 

examination will be properly preserved and it is not eviscerated by limiting the 

inquiry into an entirely different matter not the subject of the current trial. 

Conclusion 

  The Defendant claims that he did not know of the ongoing investigation of 

Trent Willis. The State stands ready to offer testimony which, together with the 

circumstances outlined above, make that claim unreasonable on its face. The 
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Defendant argues that he did receive proper discovery. To the contrary, he is simply 

not entitled to the discovery he seeks under ALA.R.CRIM.P. 16.1(b). The defendant 

argues that his right of cross examination will be thwarted. Again, to the contrary, 

he will be able to cross examine on all the central issues of this case. For all the 

reasons laid out above, the State respectfully requests the Defendant’s Motion be 

denied. 

WHEREFORE, PREMISES CONDIERED, the State of Alabama, by and 

through its Attorney General, respectfully requests this Honorable Court deny the 

Motion of the Defendant to, among other things, Dismiss Count 2 of the Indictment. 

 Respectfully Submitted this 20th Day of July, 2021. 

STEVE MARSHALL 

ATTORNEY GENERAL 

 

/s/ Nathan W. Mays    

       Nathan W. Mays (MAY052) 

Assistant Attorney General 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

 

I hereby certify I have served a copy of the foregoing response on all counsel for the 

Defendant by filing the same electronically via Alafile on this 20th Day of July, 2021. 

 

/s/ Nathan W. Mays    

       Nathan W. Mays (MAY052) 

Assistant Attorney General 

State of Alabama 
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TN THE CIRCUIT COURT OF MADISON COUNTY, ALABAMA

STATE OFALABAMA,

PLAINTIFF,

vs.

BLAKELY, MICHAEL ANTHOI\Y,

CASE NO. CC19.476

DEFENDANT.

MOTION TO REVEAL THE IDENTITY OFANY INFORMANTS AND/OR
WITNF'SST'S AND REVEALANY DEALS. PROMISES OR INDUCEMENTS MADE

FOR THEIR TESTIMONY IN TIIE PRESENT MATTER

COMES NOW the Defendant, BLAKELY MICHAEL ANTHONY, by and through the

undersigned attomeys, and moves this Court for an order directing the State to reveal the identity
of all confidential informants, andlor witnesses they intend to use in the trial of this matter, to

reveal any promises or understandings (explicit or implicit) with any witness or informant, and to

reveal whether any threats or inducements of any nature whatsoever have been made regarding

any witness or informant.

This motion is made pursuant to the Sixth, Eighth and FourteenthAmendments to the

United States Constitution, Rule 16 of the Alabama Rules of Criminal Procedure and Article I,
** 1, 5, 6,7,8,9,1I,13, 15 & 16 of the State Constitution ofAlabama.

The Defendant specifically requests the following information:

1. Specifically, Michael Blakley, moves the Court to order the State to reveal the

following facts and information:
(A) The fullname and address of each confidential informant or witness upon

whose statements the investigation of the accused was predicated, and all
the information that was related to law enforcement officials, including,

but not limited to, the names, addresses and substance of information of
the confldential informant(s) and/or witnesses who advised Investigators

of the Madison County Sheriff's Department, STAC, HPD or any other law

enforcement agency that Michael Blakley had or was about to commit a

criminal offense;
(B) The full nature and extent of all immunity, express or implied, granted to

each informant and to any witness (whether she or he testified at trial or
not), including the nature and detail of all crimes for which immunity was
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granted;

(C) The nature of any consideration that has been given or promised to any

individual by the State that relates to the investigation and prosecution of
this crime, including the nature and details of any consideration given or
promised;

(D) Whether any threats, force, promises, inducements, or any other such

devices were used to make or induce any individual relate information to

the state that relates to the investigation and prosecution of this crime,

including the nature and details of any such devices used; and

(E) All records, notes, memoranda, and documents in possession of the state

relating to the grant of immunity, promises, consideration, threats or any

other state and any of its law enforcement or other agencies.

(F) Witness Deals:All promises, agreements or deals offered by the

government to any witness, or others, concerning rewards, fees, expenses,

immunity, leniency, special treatment; and, agreements to dismiss, reduce

(or not bring) charges.

(G) Uncharged Misconduct: Any information showing that any witness, or
confidential informant, has engaged in criminal activity but has not been

charged with such misconduct; (i.e. drug activities, entrapped other

defendants, etc.).

(H) Criminal Record: The criminal record of each witness for the government

showing every conviction or probation for felony or misdemeanor

involving moral turpitude which is admissible for impeachment under

Rule 609 of the Alabama Rules of Evidence.

2. The State is required to disclose the identity of any material witness/witnesses

under the authority of the minimum standards of protection laid out by the

Supreme Court in Roviaro v. United States, 353 U.S. 53,77 S.Ct. 623, 1 L.Ed.2d

639 (1957). In Roviaro, the Court held that if a confidential informer is a material

witness, i.e., an active participant in the illegal transaction which leads to the

charges brought against the accused, then the accused is entitled to learn from the

State the identity of the confidential informant and his address. Alabama's courts

have consistently followed these rulings. See, Self v. State, 420 So.2d 798 (Ala.

1982), Kilgore v. State, 50Ala.App. 501,280 So.2d 206 (1973), Hatton v. State,

359 So.2d 822 (Ala.Cr.App. 1977), writ quashed, 359 So.2d 832 (Ala. 1978).

3. Due Process requires that the aforementioned items be revealed to the defense.

Giglio v. United States,405 U.S. $0 (1972); Napue v. Illinois, 369U.5.264
(1959); Brady v. Maryland,373 U.S. 83 (1963); United States v. Pitt, 717 F.2d

1334 (ll th Cir. 1 9S3); Ex parte Monk, 557 So. 2d 832 ( 1 989); Ex parte Geeslin,

505 So.2d1246 (Ala. 1986).
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4. The Defense is filing this Motion out of time due to witness interviews conducted on
February 24,2020 and indicated that the State may have made deals with various witnesses in
exchange for testimony. In the Interest of Justice, the Defense respectfully requests that this
Honorable court allow this motion.

WHEREFORE, the Defendant respectfully requests that this Court:

1) Allow Michael Blakley to present evidence in support of this motion;

2) Schedule a hearing to permit the presentation of evidence and argument in
support of this motion;

3) Enter an order requiring the State to reveal the information set out in
paragraph one through three, including the identity of all informants and

the immunity, consideration and promises given or promised by the state;

and,

4) Grant such other relief as is just and proper in light of this motion.

Dated this24th day of February 2020.

/s/ Robert B. Tuten

ROBERT B. TUTEN (TUT002)
ASB # asb-4036-e56r
Attorney for Defendant

TUTEN LAW OFFICES
2s6-s36-6009
Alafi lerbt@tutenlaw.com

Of Council:

MarkMcDaniel
McDaniel and McDaniel, LLC
223 Eastside Sq

Huntsville, AL 35801

2s6-s34-3018

/s/ Mqrcus Helstowski
MARCUS HELSTOWSKI
Co-Attomey for Defendant
223 Eastside Square

Huntsville, Alabama 3580 1

2s6-534-3018
mhelstowski@yahoo. com
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This document has been filed electronically and served upon opposing counsel pursuant

to the Administrative Procedure for Filing Signing and Veriffing Documents by Elechonic
Means in the Alabama Judicial System. For any opposing counsel or uffepresented parties who
are not registered to file electronically, a copy of this pleading shall be served via the U.S. mail,
postage pre-paid, to the litigant's address as maintained in the offrce of the Circuit Clerk.

Done this 24thday of February, 2020. 
I

/s/ Rabert B. Tuten
ROBERT B. TUTEN
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Alabama DePartrnent of ReYenue

50 North RiPleY Street
Manlg*merY, Alabama 3 6130

Re: TimothY Trsnt Willis
Huntsville creative agency Red Srick Strategies

Dear Sir/Madam:

The ot/Irce af t\e Llabama Attorney Geaeral has received information

perraiaing to p"rriUit criminal violations involving Timothy Trent Willis'

Huntsville creativ e egenay Red Brick Strategies I am forwarding this

information to you for *hut"r*t action you deem appropriate'

Sincerely,{ff
3ames E. Lamb€rt
Chief Investigator
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No one seems willingto
investigate

ln 2018, Rep. Ritchie Whorton reported the theft. Three years later,
there's been little investigation. No one wiil say why.

By JOSH MOON . Published June 24,2021

n the fall of 2018, state Rep. Ritchie Whorton received a weird call. It came3
I from the offlce of the Alabama speaker of the House, and the person on the;" other end told Whorton that he had an outstanding invoice for services

related to his recent campaign for office. The vendor had gone unpaid for months.
Frustrated, they reached out to the speaker for help.

Whorton found it all very odd since his campaign account was being managed by
the same people who managed his campaign: Red Brick Strategies and its owner,
Trent Willis. All bills from the campaign should have been paid, and checking the
balance of the campaign account through the filings with the Alabama Secretary
of State's Office - the only means Whorton said he had for checking the balance

- showed there was plenty of cash available to cover the outstanding bill.

"I didn't even have the password that allowed me access to the account at the
bank," Whorton told me during a phone interview a couple of weeks ago. But
when Whorton attempted to contact Willis about the unpaid bill, something
strange happened: He couldn't seem to get Willis on the phone. Or to answer an
email. Or to respond to a text message. Whorton started to get a bad feeling.

A few days later, after gaining access to his account, those fears were realized.
Whorton said "right at $100,000" was gone. "Stolen," Whorton says - by Willis.
And even worse, about $50,000 in bills were outstanding and would have to be
paid out of Whorton's pocket.

T
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Whorton was angry. He said he reached out to party officials, and well-known and

respected consultant Steve Raby got involved. Raby, who has a background in
forensic economics, looked through the Whorton campaign's financial records and

pretty easily located the questionable withdrawals. Then, Raby and Whorton went
to see Alabama Attorney General Steve Marshall - taking with them a mountain
of paperwork, including old checks, spreadsheets, bank statements and

meticulous notes - to report what they believed was a crime.

Actually, several crimes, they thought. Not only was about $100,000 gone from

Whorton's account, there had also been "l.5 fraudulent campaign finance reports"

filed with the Secretary of State's Office, Whorton said. For those, Whorton said he

called Secretary of State Iohn Merrill's office and spoke with one of Merrill's top

assistants.

In a recent phone interview, Merrill confirmed that Whorton called and that some

initial work had been done on the case. Merrill acknowledged that "quite a bit of
money was missing" from Whorton's accounts and that inaccurate campaign

finance reports had been filed. However, Merrill said his office was informed that

another agency was handling the investigation - which he said was standard

practice - and the Secretary of State's Office didn't pursue it further.

https://www.alreporter.com/2021l06l24lnearly-100k-disappeared-from-a-campaign-account-no-one-seems-willing-to-investigate/ 3/13
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ADVERTISEMENT. SCROLL TO CONTINUE READING.

"That's not uncommon, and that's what would occur if someone told us that a

crime had been committed," Merrill said. "We can refer it to the attorney general

or to the appropriate DA or to the Ethics Commission. It sounds like it was

referred to the AG's offlce, and that would be appropriate."

At Marshall's office, Whorton and Raby met with a couple of investigators. They

laid out their evidence, highlighted how the alleged crimes occurred and offered to

be of assistance in any way possible. Whorton said they were thanked for their

effort and told they would hear something in the near future.

They also had one other piece of evidence: In the weeks since discovering the

alteged crimes had occurred, Whorton said he made contact with Willis, and

according to Whorton, Willis had confessed to the theft. They also told the AG's

investigators of the confession.

That was in October 2018. To date, nearly three years later, they have heard

nothing from Marshall's office.

The Search for lnfo

4t13
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In fact, Whorton said he can get no information at all, even when he places calls to
find out what is happening with the case. Would-be witnesses to the alleged

crimes, including former Red Brick employees and employees at the financial

institution where the campaign account records were kept, also say they've not

been contacted. And there is no record of Trent Willis ever being charged with a
crime - at least, not one related to Whorton's campaign finances.

In the days following Whorton's discovery Willis all but vanished. In a matter of a

couple of weeks, Red Brick, one of the more prominent advertising flrms in
Alabama, was shuttered and its entire offlce, including client flles with proprietary

information, was sold at auction. Creditors and clients lined up, with several

lawsuits filed against Willis and his company. And Willis, described by his co-

workers and former friends as a "charismatic, charming" man, receded into the

shadows.

That is ... until a few months ago, when his name showed up in court documents

for a case unrelated to Red Brick's unpaid bills. As it turns out, the AG's office was

having conversations with Willis. Only, not as a suspected criminal, but as a

state's witness in one of the biggest cases Marshall has ever brought.

ADVERTISEMENT. SCROLL TO CONTINUE READING
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The State of Alabama v. Limestone
County Sheriff Mike Blakely

Blakely was charged in 2019 with 11 counts of theft and ethics violations. One of
those charges involved a $4,000 check sent to Blakely from Red Brick Strategies.

Additionally, Red Brick and Willis worked with Blakely, a l0-term sheriff, on his

most recent campaigns.

Willis' name as a witness in the Blakely case has led Whorton and others to

speculate that maybe there's no case being pursued against Willis because it
would damage his credibility as a witness - particularly since Willis would

apparently be testifying about alleged ethics violations involving misspent

campaign funds.

"It's the weirdest handling of a case that I can ever recall, but it makes more sense

if he's (the state's) witness," said a long-time political consultant who is familiar

with the details of Whorton's case and who has been involved in several ethics

cases in the past. "Here's a sitting state representative providing the AG with
evidence of a specific crime, and they're iust not working it. That doesn't make

sense, unless the AG's office needs (Willis) for something else.

"It could be that the AG's office has indicted Willis but sealed the indictment until

after he completes his testimony against (Blakely). Some sort of a plea deal or

something along those lines. But to do that would require some investigative

work, and we know for a fact that the witnesses haven't been formally interviewed

and the bank records haven't been subpoenaed. So, I just don't know what's going

on here."

Questions On Top Of Questions

Making the matter even more baffling is the fact that Whorton isn't alone. Five

sources - all of whom either worked at Red Brick, was a Red Brick client or worked

for a client - told me that as many as 12 other clients had considered legal action

against Red Brick. Most of those cases did not involve outright theft, the sources

https://wvw.alreporter.com/2021l}Bl24lnearly-10Ok-disappeared-from-a-campaign-account-no-one-seems-willing-to-investigate/ 6/13
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said, but instead involved some combination of Willis either over-charging for

services or failing to deliver on services.

One former client who ultimately opted not to pursue legal recourse against Willis

said he "clearly didn't give me what the contract stated - not even close really -
but you have to question how far you want to take it and how much time and

nioney you're willing to spend on it. I chalked it up as a learning experience and

moved on."

I attempted numerous times to reach Willis, calling on listed and unlisted

numbers I got for him. I checked at two different addresses listed on recent court

filings, including the address that state prosecutors used on his subpoena. Earlier

this year, a private investigator working for an attorney's office said he couldn't

find him either.

ADVFRTISEMENT. SCROLL TO CONTINUE READING

In an effort to understand why the case isn't being pursued, I emailed Marshall's

communications director Mike Lewis. I told them in detail what \Mhorton and

others told me and I asked for speciflc or general information to help explain the

oddity of this situation.

https://www.alre porler.coml2021l06l24lnearly-100k-disappeared-from-a-campaign-account-no-one-seems-willing-to-investigate/ 7t13
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A day later, Lewis emailed back only to say that the AG's office wouldn't comment

on ongoing or potential investigations.

I wasn't the only one asking questions. In February 2020, attorneys for Blakely -
one of the last remaining Democrats serving in a Republican-heavy county - filed

a motion with the Limestone County Circuit Court asking that the state reveal all

deals it had made with witnesses against Blakely.

According to two sources familiar with the court case, Blakely's attorneys were

specifically looking for information about Willis, who was on the state's subpoena

list and is the only witness related to two of the charges against Blakely. During a

hearing about the defense's motion asking that the state reveal all deals, a source

present at the hearing said a state prosecutor told the court that no deal involving

Willis existed.

I also asked the AG's office about this specific allegation in the email. Lewis did

not provide a specific answer.

\Mhatever the explanation, the fact that Willis is in this predicament is a stunning

fall from grace for one of the most popular and politically connected advertising

agencies in the state.

Over the course of flve years, between 2014 and 2019, Red Brick Strategies took in

more than $270,000 in payments from various campaigns and political action

committees. That number doesn't include money made from projects contracted

through local and state government offlces or projects with private companies

that resulted from Red Brick's work with politicians. Former employees who

worked at Red Brick say the small firm could have easily raked in well over a

million dollars.

8t13https://www.alreporter.com/2021l06l24lnearly-100k-disappeared-from-a-campaign-account-no-one-seems-willing-to-investigate/
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ADVERTISEMENT. SCROTL TO CONTINUE READING.

LtAil{ M0fit

The firm's biggest client was Huntsville Mayor Tommy Battle, for whom Willis had

served as chief of staff. Willis and Red Brick managed Battle's campaigns for

mayor and his unsuccessful run for governor in 2018.

Red Brick did work primarily for Republicans, but also worked for a handful of

Democrats, primarily in the Huntsville area. The firm also did work on some of the

city of Huntsville's biggest proiects and for some of Huntsville's biggest private

businesses.

Life At Red Brick

For Dustin Timbrook, working for Red Brick as the creative director was, at first,

pretty much a dream iob. He was working on big, meaningful proiects and doing

work for some of Huntsville's biggest businesses. He was connected to the

community and his art was noticeable and impactful.

But in 20L7, small things started to take their toll. Willis, who had been a happy,

wining-and-dining sort of boss, had transformed, at times, into an overbearing,

hyper-critical control freak. At other times, though, Willis was almost completely

https://www.alreporter.com/2021l06l24lnearly-1 00k-disappeared-from-a-campaign-account-no-one-seems-willing{o-investigate/
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disengaged from the business, and small things began to fall through the cracks.

Then big things did.

"Deadlines were missed and some materials that were needed for the campaign

were never delivered," said a source familiar with Willis' work on Battle's

gubernatorial campaign. "There was also a maior difference of opinion on some

things, and instead of taking direction, Trent iust went with what he wanted to do.

It was a disaster.

"Don't get me wrong, that's not what led to the defeat. But it didn't help. And it
wasn't long after that that (Battle) decided it was time to part ways with Trent."

Timbrook, however, was already gone from Red Brick. The final straw for him, as

he posted on Reddit in late 2018, was a letter from the federal government alerting

him to his options for health insurance. It was the standard letter all uninsured

people get, except for one thing: Timbrook was paying for insurance.

ADVERTISEMENT, SCROLL TO CONTINUE READING.

When he investigated the matter, he discovered that while monthly premiums had

been removed from his paycheck to cover the cost of insurance, Willis had not
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actually paid for the employee coverage, Timbrook said. He had spent most of the

year without health insurance.

"That was pretty much it for me," Timbrook said. "There had been so much go on

and so many people leave, but I had remained loyal. Maybe not to Trent, but to the

work and the clients. But when that happened, I knew I couldn't continue on

there."

In the weeks that followed his departure, Timbrook said he received dozens of

calls from former coworkers and clients, most of them with a story to tell about

Willis and unfulfilled promises.

TWo of the people Timbrook spoke with were Ritchie \Mhorton and his wife,

Shirley. The Whortons were genuinely confused by Willis' alleged betrayal.

Timbrook was hurt by an employer who essentially pulled a rug from under him.

They bonded and shared what information about Willis and the case that they

could get.

They also commiserated in their mutual confusion about the lack of progress in
the case. The Whortons told Timbrook of their conversations with attorneys and

others at the AG's office.

At some point, the weird track of the case started to worry Ritchie Whorton. He

suspected that maybe someone believed he was really responsible for the missing

money, or that the AG's offlce was going to try and pin it all on him because he

isn't a popular or well-known lawmaker.

When I spoke to him a few days ago, Whorton still seemed to hold those fears.

Numerous times, he said he was worried about getting the blame. He went out of

his way to explain how little he knew about the money.
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ADVERTISEMENT. SCROLL TO CONTINUF READING"

"I just don't know what's going on," Whorton said. "I trusted someone to do a iob,

and I thought I was doing the right thing by staying as far away from the money as

I could get. When I found out something was wrong, I reported it as quick as I

could. Even provided them evidence of what happened. For it to stretch on like

this, and no one tell you what's happening, yeah ... I don't know. Something's not

right." J

Josh Moon
Josh Moon is an investigative reporter and featured columnist at the Alabama Political Reporter

with years of political reporting experience in Alabama. You can email him at

jmoon@alreporter.com or follow him on Twitter.
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