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Man shot to death by L.A. County deputy was not a
carjacking suspect, officials say
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Robert Alexander had a lengthy criminal record and no fixed address.

Donnell Thompson was a fan of Michael Jackson and the Los Angeles Lakers and attended
classes for the mentally disabled at El Camino College.
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Early on a July morning, the two strangers' lives intersected in tragic fashion.

Alexander stole a Honda Civic at gunpoint and opened fire on sheriff's deputies in Compton
before disappearing into the neighborhood, authorities said.

As Los Angeles County sheriff's deputies searched for Alexander, they found Thompson and
mistook him for the carjacking suspect, shooting him dead.

The Sheriff's Department initially characterized Thompson, 27, as a second suspect in the
carjacking. But on Tuesday, sheriff's officials corrected themselves, saying he had nothing to
do with the crime and the assault on the deputies.

Homicide detectives described a chaotic chain of events on July 28, when Alexander was
taken into custody just before a Compton resident reported that a man, who turned out to be
Thompson, was lying motionless in his frontyard.

"Knowing what we know now, do we wish it hadn't happened? It speaks for itself," said Capt.
Steven Katz, head of the sheriff's homicide bureau.

The announcement came a day after high-ranking sheriff's officials met to review the shooting.
Sheriff's officials said Thompson was unarmed but did not follow deputies' orders when they
found him and may have reached for his waistband as he ran toward an armored vehicle.
Deputies used less-lethal weapons as they tried to subdue him, but Thompson was shot when
he charged toward them, officials said.

Thompson's relatives described him as a harmless man who had never been in legal trouble.
They protested his death at a Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors meeting
Tuesday, invoking the two-year anniversary of Michael Brown's death at the hands of a police
officer in Ferguson, Mo., which set off a national debate about police use of force against
African Americans. Thompson was black.

Brian Dunn, an attorney with the Cochran Firm, who is representing Thompson's family,
accused deputies of acting aggressively and failing to de-escalate the encounter.
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"The result is that we have an unarmed individual, who had committed no crime, who once
again has been the victim of a law enforcement homicide," Dunn said.

The incident is one of three in which deputies have shot unarmed men in the last two weeks.

William Bowers, a homeless man, was riding his bicycle in Castaic on Aug. 2 when sheriff's
deputies tried to stop him. He fled on foot, and a deputy opened fire, fatally striking him in the
torso. Some witnesses said Bowers was reaching for his waistband, according to a sheriff's
official.

On Sunday, a man fled into a house in Lennox after he was caught painting graffiti. He
survived after a sheriff's deputy shot him in the torso as he was hiding in the shower.

Sheriff's officials said the shootings were still under investigation.
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The events that led to Thompson's death began in the early morning of July 28, when
Alexander used a gun to commandeer a 2012 gray Honda Civic as the owner was about to get
into the car at 48th Street and Crenshaw Boulevard in Los Angeles, Katz said.

In Compton, a sheriff's deputy noticed the Civic traveling erratically and pulled the car over. A
license plate check showed that the car was stolen. As another patrol car was arriving, the
Civic took off, plowing through the fence of an elementary school and continuing west on
Stockwell Street, turning onto Slater Avenue and then Compton Avenue before crashing into a
parked car and then the curb.

At some point during the pursuit, Alexander fired at the deputies, Katz said. He fired again
through the driver's side window, and deputies fired back, according to Katz. Then, he got out
of the car and ran.

At a house in the 2200 block of Slater Street, Alexander pointed his gun at two residents on the
front porch, saying he would kill anyone who approached, authorities said.

He threw the gun under the couch, took off his clothes and got into a bed in a room where an
elderly, bedridden woman was sleeping, Katz said, apparently in an attempt to pretend that he
lived at the house. Deputies found him there and took him into custody at 4:59 a.m.

Less than a minute later, a resident a few blocks away on West Stockwell Street called 911. He
reported that he was taking out his trash when he noticed a man lying in his frontyard.

Deputies at the first scene were still working to identify Alexander and connect him to the
carjacking, because they had briefly lost sight of him before the Slater Street resident flagged
them down, Katz said.

Meanwhile, the deputy who arrived at West Stockwell Street noticed that the man in the
frontyard matched the description of the carjacking suspect: a black man 20 to 30 years old,
wearing dark pants or shorts and a basketball jersey. He called over the radio that he believed
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he had found the carjacking suspect who had exchanged gunfire with deputies and that the
man, lying motionless on the ground, may have been shot.

"I could see why they were thinking, 'Yeah, that was our guy,'" homicide Lt. John Corina said.
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Thompson did not respond to commands to show his hands, to stand up or to put his hands
behind his head, sheriff's officials said. SWAT deputies arrived and repeated the commands,
but Thompson remained motionless, lying on his side with his left hand underneath his head
and his right hand under his midsection, Katz and Corina said.

Even when the SWAT deputies set off "flash-bang" explosives, Thompson was unresponsive.
Only when he was hit with foam bullets did he rouse himself, pushing himself onto his feet and
"bolting" toward an armored vehicle, Corina said.

Deputies at the scene reported that Thompson had his right hand at his waistband as he was
running, Katz said.

A SWAT deputy in the turret of the vehicle fired at Thompson with an M4 rifle, striking him
twice in the upper torso, and he was pronounced dead at the scene.

The SWAT team was well protected from gunfire by the armored vehicles, but the deputy shot
Thompson out of concern that he would run into the neighborhood and harm residents, Corina
said.

Sheriff's officials would not identify the deputy. He has been placed on desk duty during the
investigation.

The fact that Thompson was not the carjacker would have no bearing on whether the shooting
was legally justified, experts said. Ed Obayashi, a Plumas County sheriff's deputy and attorney
who serves as a legal advisor to several law enforcement agencies in California, said more
important is the perception of the deputy who opened fire. Law enforcement officers can legally
use deadly force if they believe they are reacting to an imminent threat to their lives or the lives
of others.

"The commands being ignored, they used less-lethal force that was ineffective, the guy was
running away … those factors are very relevant in leading them to believe, 'This guy has done
something wrong. This is our guy,'" Obayashi said.

Investigators described Alexander, 24, as having an extensive criminal past. Court records
show that since 2009, he has pleaded no contest to three separate counts of burglary, as well
as charges of conspiracy and misdemeanor vandalism. In connection with the July 28 incident,
he has been charged with four counts of attempted murder, four counts of assault with a
deadly weapon on a police officer, evading law enforcement, and carjacking, as well as a
weapons count.

Advertisement
3/5

http://www.latimes.com/local/popular/


Thompson, who lived in Compton, had no criminal record, investigators said. Toxicology tests
that would show whether he had alcohol or drugs in his system are pending, and investigators
do not know why he ended up in a stupor in a stranger's frontyard.

"That sort of is part of the mystery here," Katz said. "It's a terrible situation, and one of the
questions we'd like answered is what brought him" there.

Family members described Thompson, who went by the nickname Little Bo Peep, as gentle
and shy. He liked to play Uno at El Camino College's Compton Center, where he also
attended the classes for the mentally disabled, rarely losing unless his friends cheated, said
Danielle Moore, 21, a former classmate.

His oldest sister, Matrice Stanley, said that "his age was 27, but mentally … he was probably
16."

The youngest of four siblings, Thompson lived with his father, relatives said.

"You had to be this close to hear him" speak, said his cousin Larmar Avila, holding a finger to
his ear. "He's soft-spoken. He was gentle. What was the threat?"

Los Angeles Times staff writers Abby Sewell and Ruben Vives contributed to this article.
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MORE LOCAL NEWS

Man shot to death by L.A. County deputy was not a carjacking suspect, officials say

Tyga must pay $480K for trashing Malibu home, could face arrest

Pilot fire grows to nearly 7,000 acres, shuts down local schools

UPDATES:

8:15 p.m.: This article was rewritten.

1:45 p.m.: This article was updated with some minor editing.

1:30 p.m.: This article was updated with additional comments from Sheriff's department
investigators and an attorney for the Thompson family.

11:45 a.m.: This article was updated with details from a press conference held by Thompson's
family and comments made at a Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors meeting.
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10:30 a.m.: This article was updated with details about the neighborhood where the shooting
occurred.

This article was originally published at 9:05 p.m.
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