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U N P U B L I S H E D   O P I N I O N 

CRIPPEN, Judge 

 Because the record does not substantiate appellant’s assertion that his 2006 guilty 

plea was involuntary, we affirm the district court’s summary denial of his postconviction 

petition. 

FACTS 

In May 2006, appellant James Darby pleaded guilty to second-degree intentional 

murder, a violation of Minn. Stat. § 609.19, subd. 1(1) (2004), for causing the death of 

J.H.  Appellant admitted that he fought with J.H., who pulled out a knife and cut 

appellant on the arm.  Appellant then took the knife from J.H. and stabbed him “[s]even 

or eight times,” resulting in J.H.’s death.  The district court accepted appellant’s plea and 

sentenced him to 306 months’ imprisonment.  There was no direct appeal.    

On March 4, 2008, appellant petitioned the district court for postconviction relief, 

claiming that he should be permitted to withdraw his guilty plea because it was 

involuntary.  Appellant argued that his actions during the offense were in self-defense 

and that he pleaded guilty only because he “felt pressured and an obligation to help [his] 

wife,” who was also facing criminal charges at the time.  The district court summarily 

denied appellant’s petition.   

D E C I S I O N 

“We review a postconviction court’s decision to deny relief under an abuse of 

discretion standard.”  State v. Rhodes, 675 N.W.2d 323, 326 (Minn. 2004).  We review 

the postconviction court’s legal determinations de novo but are not to set aside factual 
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findings unless they are clearly erroneous.  Pippitt v. State, 737 N.W.2d 221, 226 (Minn. 

2007). 

Under Minnesota law, “[a] criminal defendant does not have an absolute right to 

withdraw a guilty plea once it is entered.”  Rhodes, 675 N.W.2d at 326.  After the 

sentence is imposed, a defendant may withdraw a guilty plea only if “necessary to correct 

a manifest injustice.”  Minn. R. Crim. P. 15.05, subd. 1.  The burden is on the defendant 

to prove manifest injustice.  Alanis v. State, 583 N.W.2d 573, 577 (Minn. 1998).  

Manifest injustice exists if the guilty plea was not accurate, voluntary, and intelligent.  Id.    

Appellant argues that his guilty plea was involuntary because his actions were in 

self-defense and that he pleaded guilty because he felt pressured to help his wife.  

“Whether a plea is made voluntarily is a question of fact that will not be disturbed unless 

clearly erroneous.”  Sykes v. State, 578 N.W.2d 807, 812 (Minn. App. 1998), review 

denied (Minn. July 16, 1998).  And “[f]indings of fact are not clearly erroneous if they 

are supported by reasonable evidence in the record.”  Id. 

The record amply supports the district court’s finding that appellant failed to show 

that his guilty plea was involuntary.  At the guilty-plea hearing, the district court 

repeatedly advised appellant that his case was separate from his wife’s case and that his 

plea would have no impact on the outcome of her case.  Appellant indicated that he 

understood.  He also agreed that no one made him any promises to get him to plead 

guilty, other than the state’s promise to seek no more than a “middle of the box” 

sentence, and that he was pleading guilty because he was guilty.  Appellant also indicated 

his understanding that he was giving up the right to argue self-defense, partially because 
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he had “over-stabb[ed]” J.H.  On this record, the district court did not abuse its discretion 

by summarily denying appellant’s postconviction petition. 

 Affirmed. 

 

 


