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T
HIRTY YeaRs after her 
son’s bones were found in 
marshland near an office 

where she once worked, Michelle 
Lodzinski was finally cleared of 
killing him.

Little Timothy Wiltsey’s death was 
one of New Jersey’s most infamous 
and long-running cold cases and 
although his mother was a prime 

She was a young, 
single mom whose 

little boy was 
abducted from 
a carnival and 

later murdered. 
Trouble was, 

Michelle 
Lodzinski’s 
story didn’t 

seem to add up...

suspect from the start, years 
went by with never quite enough 
evidence to charge her.

Desperate to escape the 
continuing pressure of media 
attention and small-town gossip, 
she eventually moved to Florida, 
remarried, and began a new life. 

From time to time over the next 
23 years investigators re-examined 
the case, but it always seemed 
to slip away inconclusively, and 
Michelle continued living in relative 
anonymity. she worked as a legal 
assistant, kept a photo of Timmy on 
her sideboard, and told her other 
two children he was their brother.

Then one evening in august 2014 
there was a knock at the door – a 
knock she may have been expecting 
for years. New Jersey police’s cold 
case unit believed they’d discovered 
breakthrough evidence in Timmy’s 
murder. By extraordinary 
coincidence, it was the day of his 
birthday. He would have been 29.

she was found guilty at her trial 
two years later and sentenced to 30 
years without parole. Two appeals 
upheld the conviction, but following 
a legal problem, the supreme 
Court invoked a rarely-used rule 
to allow another. That one cleared 
her, saying there was insufficient 
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T
oday, American mom Michelle Lodzinski is a free woman – after 
her conviction for the 1991 murder of her five-year-old son Timothy 

was thrown out by the New Jersey Supreme Court. The judges’ verdict: 
there had been insufficient evidence for a jury to have found her guilty 
at her 2016 trial. Do you agree? See page 2 and Is This Woman Guilty of 
Child-Murder? for the full story. 

Women On The Gallows – Nurses Killed Babies For Cash, on page 26, 
takes us back to 1902 and a meeting with the evil baby farmers Amelia 
Sach and Annie Walters. Note how a bottle of chlorodyne was their poison 
of choice.

Finally, don’t miss our round-up of infamous con-artists. See page 46 and 
MD Forum – Kings Of The Con. Enjoy the read!
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lacking forensic confirmation. 
so, does Timmy’s killer still walk 

the streets or did his mother get 
away with murder? see what you 
think...

Sixteen-year-old Michelle Lodzinski 
was visiting her brother in Iowa 

when she met George Wiltsey and 

evidence for a conviction.
Instead of looking at another 25 

years behind bars – she’d already 
served five – Michelle Lodzinski 
stood on the courthouse steps with 
her legal team in October 2021 
knowing she was a free woman. 
The law of double jeopardy means 
she can never be tried again for the 

same crime.
But is this the end of the 

story? she was always top 
suspect, and many believe her 
innocence was won by a handful 
of judicial votes that overturned 
a jury’s unanimous verdict. The 
evidence was always muddled, 
contradictory, circumstantial and 

Above, Michelle Lodzinski in court. Above right, her son Timothy “Timmy”  
Wiltsey who died, aged five, in 1991

You Decide...

started dating him. She soon became 
pregnant, but six months after giving 
birth to Timmy she returned home 
to New Jersey claiming Wiltsey was 
abusive and refused to pay child 
support. Wiltsey later alleged she 
blocked his contact with the little boy 
and returned any mail he sent his son.

Michelle had dropped out of high 
school in her mid-teens and took a 
variety of low-paid jobs – clerical, bank 
teller, office and shop work – to support 
herself and Timmy. Declining benefits, 

IS THIS 
WOMAN GUILTY 

OF CHILD-
MURDER?
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interviewed carnival workers and 
visitors to see if they’d noticed Timmy. 
He’d been wearing a red tank top, 
patterned shorts and Ninja trainers. 
One stall-holder remembered seeing a 
concerned-looking woman calling out 
“Timmy!” or “Jimmy!”

A man said he’d helped a boy 
matching Timmy’s description on and 
off his ride at about 7.15 p.m., and 
three teenagers claimed they’d warned a 
boy in Ninja trainers, accompanied by 
two men and a woman, to watch out for 
broken glass on a path as they left the 
carnival.

Police searched Michelle’s car which 
was still parked at the carnival, but 
found nothing. A search of her house 
and refuse also proved a dead end, 
along with a trawl of hundreds of 
photos from the carnival which police 
hoped might have shown a glimpse of 
Timmy.

County investigators then called in 
the FBI who tapped Michelle’s phone. 
They wanted to check calls to see if she 
might have profited financially in some 
way from her son’s disappearance. Had 
he perhaps been sold for adoption?

People around her at the time said she 
was devastated by Timmy’s unexplained 
absence and was unable to sleep or eat. 
Two weeks later she moved out of her 
house in South Amboy to avoid the 
media crush.

“Everyone’s waiting to see a grieving 
mother on TV break down, crying and 
hysterical, because people thrive on 
that stuff,” she told her boyfriend Fred 
Bruno. “But I’m not going to do it.”

In public, Michelle appeared 
controlled, unemotional and distant. 
When pupils from Timmy’s school 
called round with $700 they’d collected 
for reward money, she refused to see 
them and left her mother to accept the 
heartfelt gift. She often seemed cavalier 
and enigmatic, a façade her mother 
explained was Michelle’s way of coping 
with her feelings.

Over the weeks, Timmy’s 
disappearance featured twice on 

America’s Most Wanted, plus posters, 

“Everyone’s waiting 
to see a grieving 

mother on TV break 
down, crying nd 

hysterical, because 
people thrive on that 

stuff. But I’m not 
going to do it”

later that she and Timmy 
were in cheerful spirits. 
The same neighbour 
saw them leave the 
house about 11 the next 
morning. It was the last 
time anyone who knew 
Timmy – apart from his 
mother – saw him alive.

According to Michelle, 
they went to a nearby 
park during the afternoon 
where they played 
football, walked round 

the lake and visited the petting zoo. 
Without collecting her baby niece or 
calling her brother to explain why, 
she and Timmy went straight to the 
carnival and arrived around 7 p.m.

A while later she met another 
niece there who was with a friend. 
They found her searching urgently 
for Timmy who had apparently 
disappeared from where she’d left him 
queuing for a ride while she went to 
buy a soft drink. They said Michelle 
was highly agitated and they all went to 
report what had happened to the duty 
police officer.

The carnival was immediately shut 
down, and firefighters, volunteers and 
police with dogs searched the grounds 
and surrounding area. Witnesses said 
Michelle was sobbing and speaking 
incoherently. Her sister and detectives 
also confirmed that she was distraught 
next day when the search resumed. She 
brought clothes to the police station for 
Timmy to wear if he was found.

Over the next few days police 

Above, Michelle Lodzinski with a friend who helped in the search 
for Timmy in 1991. Left, a poster appealing for information

she occasionally accepted money from 
her father and sometimes did two 
jobs to make ends meet. Her landlady 
described her as a “hard-working single 
mom.”

Not surprisingly, she relied on 
friends, family and paid babysitters 
to look after Timmy while she was at 
work, and when childcare arrangements 
foundered, she had to take him to work 
with her. Employers and colleagues said 
she was often late.

Her 
brother and 
sister-in-law 
frequently 
helped out, 
but when 
they moved 
to Florida 
Michelle 
had to leave 
three-year-old 
Timmy with 
another 
brother in 
Minnesota for 
two months so 
she could save 
money for his 
schooling.

Family and 
friends say she 
was devoted 
to Timmy: 
taking him 
on trips, helping him with homework, 
buying him new clothes, sending him to 
kindergarten, taking him to the dentist 
regularly.

But 20-year-old Michelle may have 
felt she was missing out on romance 
when two boyfriends from this period 
told her they felt too young to assume 
any responsibility for Timmy. One 
even accused her of being a negligent 
mother when a dog next door bit him 
so severely he needed 72 stitches.

Her brother’s girlfriend also had 
doubts about Michelle’s parenting, 
remembering how she became 
aggravated and impatient when Timmy 
got ill. “I once heard her say she wasn’t 
made for ‘this kind of shit.’”

A nurse at Timmy’s school recalls 
him as a “quiet, shy, but very friendly 
boy who was also sweet and very 
healthy.” She was concerned, however, 
that he was absent 25 days in a year 
and late on 63. She noted Michelle 
never hugged or kissed him when she 
said goodbye.

On May 24th, 1991, Michelle took 
five-year-old Timmy shopping for new 
clothes to complement the kindergarten 
graduation gown she’d already bought 
him for the ceremony to mark his move 
to junior school. She was planning 
to take him to stay with her sister in 
Florida and visit Disney World during 
the school holidays.

That evening she told a neighbour 
she’d arranged to take Timmy and her 
brother’s baby niece to a carnival at 
nearby Sayreville the following day. The 
neighbour and the baby’s mother said 
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Timmy’s identity, but although the 
coroner ruled his death a homicide, the 
body was too decomposed to determine 
the cause.

When told about the discovery, 
Michelle showed little emotion, and 
couldn’t explain why she’d failed to 
mention her job at the offices near 
where Timmy was found. But she 
added that her walks had been limited 

sister in Florida where she sought 
counselling.

In October, a schoolteacher out 
birdwatching in marshland near a 
business park across the Raritan River 
from Sayreville found a child’s Ninja 
trainer. Recalling news reports that the 
missing boy had been wearing that kind 
of shoe, he took it to the police. But 
when they showed it to Michelle, she 

news reports, and even milk cartons.
But behind the scenes at police HQ 

the real mystery was unfolding as 
Michelle began to change her account 
of what had happened at the carnival. 
A week after her first interview, she 
claimed she’d met a woman called Ellen 
by the “kiddy rides,” an acquaintance 
she knew from her job at the bank. 
Ellen had two men with her, she said, 
one of whom pulled out a knife, told 
her to keep her mouth shut and Timmy 
would be returned in a month. Pressed 
for details, she stormed out, refused 
to say more, and challenged police to 
arrest her.

She returned next day with a third 
version in which Ellen and the two men 
had offered to watch Timmy while she 
went to buy soft drinks. She said Ellen 
used to cash her welfare cheques at the 
bank where Michelle worked, and was 
a local go-go dancer. But the FBI could 
find no trace of her.

A day later she came up with a fourth 
version: she knew who’d taken Timmy 
and saw him being abducted but was 
afraid to tell the police in case the 
kidnapper injured him. She said she 
and Timmy had accompanied Ellen and 
the two men to the car park, but Ellen 
pulled a knife, grabbed Timmy, and 
pushed him into a car.

Bruno agreed to wear a police wire 
to try and persuade Michelle to confide 

said it didn’t look like Timmy’s.
Some weeks later, the story of the 

shoe appeared in a local paper and 
Michelle rang the police to say she’d 
changed her mind. She had the box in 
which the trainers were bought and the 
label on it matched the shoe.

A further search of the area yielded 
nothing, and forensic tests on the shoe 
were inconclusive. But a new FBI agent 
assigned to the case discovered that 
Michelle had worked for six months 
at the Raritan business park and taken 
lunch-hour strolls not far from where 
the trainer was found. He thought it 
strange she’d never mentioned this 
job to police when they asked for her 
employment history.

During a more extensive search of the 
area some months later, police found 
a matching second trainer, a skull, 10 
bones, a pillowcase and a Ninja balloon. 
Near the remains was a tattered 10ft 
x 3ft blue blanket half-buried in the 
muddy creek. Dental records confirmed 

in him about what had really happened, 
but she refused to discuss anything with 
him that she hadn’t already told the 
authorities.

The following day police interviewed 
her again, and during a five-hour 
interrogation she introduced another 
amendment to the previous version that 
included one of the men holding a knife 
to her throat. “If you don’t believe me, 
charge me!” she shouted.

That same day, she repeated the story 
yet again to Sayreville police and by 9 
p.m. was so exhausted that friends took 
her to hospital as she appeared to be 
suffering from some kind of breakdown.

During a further interview at home 
five days later, she became increasingly 
hostile and unco-operative, finally 
bursting into tears and yelling at the 
investigator: “My son is the most 
important thing in the world to me. Get 
out!”

In August, two months after Timmy’s 
disappearance, she went to visit her 

to the immediate vicinity of the 
building.

FBI lab tests showed no trace 
evidence on the remains – hardly 
surprising as forensic science in the 
early 1990s was still in its infancy.

Hundreds of people attended 
Timmy’s funeral, and Michelle 

appeared so grief-stricken at times 
during the service that her parents 
had to hold her up. But a week later, 
when it became public knowledge that 
she’d changed her story four times 
and failed at least two polygraph tests, 
outpourings of sympathy switched to 
murmurs of suspicion and mistrust.

This was compounded in 1995 
when she staged her own kidnapping, 
claiming that men posing as FBI 
agents had come to “teach her a lesson 
for talking about Timmy.” She was 
sentenced to six months’ house arrest 
and three years’ probation for the hoax.

Two years later she pleaded guilty 

Above, assistant prosecutor Christie Bevacqua holds up the blanket 
found near the body during Michelle’s 2016 murder trial. Below, left to 
right, Ms. Bevacqua holds victim Timmy’s Ninja Turtle trainer; a police 

photo of Timmy’s skull; defence lawyer Gerald Krovatin 
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Defence lawyer Gerald Krovatin 
argued that no forensic evidence tied 
Michelle to the blanket and called 
a forensic expert who said it had 
probably not been there as long as the 
remains. Krovatin also pointed out that 
there was no evidence that Michelle 

had purposely caused her son’s 
death, and no motive had been 
established.

“If you don’t have a cause of 
death, I submit you don’t have 
a homicide – by definition,” he 
said.

Sixty-eight witnesses testified 

In 2019 her first appeal against Judge 
Nieves’ refusal to grant a mistrial 

was dismissed, but two years later her 
appeal to the Supreme Court of New 
Jersey unleashed an extremely complex 
and rarely invoked series of legal 
reviews.

Barry Albin, one of the justices who 
voted to uphold Michelle’s appeal, 
explained his reasons for doing so when 
he said: “In the modern annals of New 
Jersey legal history, to my knowledge no 
murder conviction has ever been upheld 
on such a dearth of evidence.”

He went on to challenge the 
stereotype of single mothers portrayed 
by the prosecution: “The notion that 
Michelle Lodzinski wanted Timothy 
out of her life intensely enough to 
kill him was not only speculative, but 
contradicted the considerable evidence 
that she was, if imperfectly, a caring and 
attentive mother who wanted the best 
for her son.

“A prosecutor cannot use poverty 
as proof of a motive for robbery, so 
nor can they say that the financial and 
social challenges facing many single 
working parents – the struggle to stay 
in a job, find daycare, and maintain a 
relationship – are ‘burdens’ that drove 
Michelle Lodzinski to kill.”

The case was re-argued in October 
2021 and the decision to clear Michelle 
announced just before the end of the 
year. Krovatin, of course, was jubilant 
and told the crowd of waiting press 
and TV journalists: “This is a great 
day for the rule of law and for the 
proposition that convictions must be 
based on evidence, not on speculation 
or emotion.”

But Michelle’s younger brother, 
Michael Lodzinski, who had come 
to believe his sister was guilty, 
criticised the justices’ decision: 
“They believe they’ve righted some 
great wrong today. But all they did 
was rob justice from a little boy. 
shame on them.”

l Did Michelle Lodzinski kill Timmy? 
Write or email MD Forum (page 7) and 
let us know what you think.

to stealing a computer from a former 
employer to give to her police officer 
boyfriend as a Christmas present. She 
was again sentenced to house arrest, 
this time for four months, and three 
more years of probation.

Moves to Minnesota and Florida 
followed, and in 2001 she married 
and started a new family. But the 
relationship soon broke down, leaving 
her a single mother again with two sons.

The lull in new investigations ended 
in 2011 when New Jersey police’s cold 
case unit decided to take advantage of 
recent advances in forensic science to 
clear up a backlog of unsolved cases.

One of the investigators, Scott 
Crocco, questioned why Timmy would 
have been carrying a large blanket to a 
carnival when the summer temperature 
was a humid 90 degrees. He speculated 
that Michelle had brought it from home 
to wrap the boy’s body in.

Although there was no forensic 
evidence linking her, his babysitters or 
members of his family to the blanket, 
Crocco was pleased when Michelle’s 
niece, Jennifer Blair-Dilcher, confirmed 
that the blanket was one Timmy 
often snuggled into at 
home. Jennifer said she 
recognised the blanket 
from when she used to 
babysit the little boy.

But her relationship 
with Michelle had been 
seriously blighted by recent 
quarrels over custody of 
her children and Jennifer 
certainly disliked Michelle 
intensely – a factor which 
could have influenced the 
integrity of her claim.

Crocco continued 
to build the case against Michelle 
and in 2014 she was arrested and 
charged with murder after indictment 
by a grand jury. In pre-trial motions 
and after reviewing arguments from 
prosecution and defence, Judge Dennis 
Nieves ruled that “Michelle Lodzinski’s 
active omission and hindrances to the 
investigation through her inconsistent 
and conflicting statements may 
reasonably establish circumstantial 
evidence of her guilt.”

The blanket was crucial to the case 
– Crocco called it his “smoking gun” 
– and he managed to trace two women 
who’d occasionally babysat Timmy. 
The last time they’d seen the blanket 
would have been 23 years ago, but they 
confirmed that it was his.

Three others, however, did not 
recognise it, and indoor photos of the 
house showed different blankets.

At the trial in March 2016, 
the prosecution hinged on the 
inconsistencies in Michelle’s story, her 
omitting to mention she’d worked near 
the place where Timmy’s remains were 
found, her unemotional demeanour 
later on in the case, and testimony 
from a woman at the carnival who 
remembered chatting to Michelle but 
saw no sign of Timmy.

Above, Michelle Lodzinski speaks to reporters following her release. Next 
to her is defence lawyer Gerald Krovatin. Below left, Michelle’s mug-shot, 

Below, Timmy’s gravestone

for both sides before the jury returned 
a unanimous verdict of guilty. The trial 
had lasted two months and had seen 
the jury foreman dismissed for doing 
independent research about the case 
on his laptop. Despite this, the judge 
denied defence calls for a mistrial.

Sentencing was scheduled for August 
2016, but postponed as Krovatin again 
appealed the judge’s rulings on juror 
misconduct and insufficient evidence, 
asking him to set aside the conviction. 
He refused, and sentenced Michelle to 
30 years without parole.

Her experience in jail was harrowing 
as female inmates have little time for 
mothers who harm their children, and 
she was attacked several times.



consider this idea, if you’re not already 
working on it.

Moving on to another story in MD 
April, my husband has asked me to 
mention your choice of records in 
the “history panel” of part one of US 
Executions – The Rock ’n’ Roll Years. In his 
words, “If only they’d started the series 
in 1949, we could have had one of the 
best contenders for ‘first rock ’n’ roll 
record’: Fats Domino’s The Fat Man. But 
Pink Champagne was a tasteful choice 
for 1950, and I bet they’ll have Jackie 
Brenston’s Rocket 88 – another strong 
contender for the beginning of rock ’n’ 
roll – for 1951.” Well, was he right?

Mrs. J. Vickery, Hornchurch

Not quite, Mrs. V., as your husband will see 
elsewhere in this issue. But tell him to keep 
watching this series of little-known US cases 
from the 50s, as there are more remarkable 
stories and musical surprises to come as we 
progress through to 1959. 

As for Women On The Gallows, you’re 
right on two counts. We will indeed be ending 
the series shortly with a penetrating look at 
the facts of the Ruth Ellis case. And after 
a short break, we’ll be bringing you a new 
series of case histories of women from around 
the world who were executed, with the focus 
firmly on their lives, their crimes and their 
victims. Researcher Matthew Spicer is 

The Truth About Ruth
Your Women On The Gallows series is 
rattling along nicely with a mixture 
of stories I’ve never read before and 
interesting new takes on more familiar 
cases. The Kate Webster story (“The 
Maid Who Sold Human Dripping,” April) 
is a good example and also provided a 
fascinating window into a lowly woman’s 
life in mid-Victorian society – to say 
nothing of the modern coda to the 
story, in which national treasure David 
Attenborough played a 
supporting role. Very well 
done, MD. 

However, that’s not to 
say it’s been an unalloyed 
pleasure to read these 
stories every month. And 
the reason for that is the 
sheer sadness of some of 
the stories. Evil some of 
these women may have 
been, but in several cases 
the odds were stacked against them from 
birth. You may not realise it, but you’re 
writing a social as well as a criminal 
history. 

Will you eventually be bringing it up 
to date – or at least up to the mid-20th 
century – with the story of the last 
woman hanged in Britain? I mean Ruth 
Ellis, of course, and I bet your writers can 
find something interesting to say about 
the question of her guilt and her apparent 
death wish.

Or will you expand the series to 
include cases from outside the British 
isles? There must be some interesting 
instances of murderous women from the 
rest of Europe, for instance? I hope you’ll 

MDviewpoint
Write to MD Viewpoint, PO Box 735, London SE26 5NQ, or email with full postal address to 

masterdetective@truecrimelibrary.com • £8 will be paid for every letter published!
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MD COMP: WIN CHASING KILLERS

Send your answer, with your name and address, to MD May Competition, PO Box 

735, London SE26 5NQ, or email masterdetective@truecrimelibrary.com, using the 

subject line “MD May comp.” The first correct entry out of the hat after the closing 

date of May 11th will win. The winner will be announced in the July 2022 issue. The 

winner of the MD March competition, with the correct answer 1984, is Chelsea 

Hammond of Ware. Well done! Your prize of a paperback copy of Babes In The 

Wood by Graham Bartlett and Peter James will be with you soon.

Glasgow has been called the murder capital of Britain and no one understands why 
better than Joe Jackson, the author of Chasing Killers – Three Decades 
Of Cracking Crime In The UK’s Murder Capital. For more than 30 years, 
Jackson worked the crime beat, first as a uniformed cop then as a 
seasoned murder squad detective. In this hard-hitting memoir of his 
most memorable cases, he reveals the reality behind chasing killers and 
other crooks. As a young cop, Jackson was threatened by Glasgow’s most 
ruthless gangster, and, as a new detective, he took part in the hunt for 
Bible John, Glasgow’s most shadowy serial killer. He locked up more 
than his fair share of paedophiles and sex beasts along the way and, as a 
veteran Senior Investigating Officer, he cracked the hardest homicide nut 

there is: a murder without a body. Jackson’s investigations have grabbed headlines, while 
his “collars” have filled jails. In Chasing Killers every case is related with candour and 
humour, and is laced with the kind of detail that only an expert can provide.

For a chance to win a paperback copy of Chasing Killers (published by 
Mainstream Publishing; ISBN 978-18459-6406-1; £12.99) by Joe Jackson, 

just answer this question: 
How many women did the Scottish serial killer known as “Bible John” 

murder?

q 3                 q 4                 q 5                 q 6

currently putting together this series with 
several cases we’ve never covered before, and 
we think you’l find it unputdownable.

Suicide Or Murder?
I wonder if MD is familiar with the 
intriguing story of James Pullen, a man of 
85 who died from coal-gas poisoning at 
the home of his daughter and son-in-law 
near Bath on the evening of December 
1st, 1933. The son-in-law, 32-year-old 
Reginald Ivor Hinks, was in the house 
with Pullen, and he was the one who 
raised the alarm. He claimed to have 
found his father-in-law lying on the 
kitchen floor, with his head in the oven 
and the gas turned on – an account which 
would perhaps suggest that James Pullen 
had committed suicide.....

Stuart Davies, Barnstaple 

We know the case, Mr. D. Would other 
readers like to know more about it?

Was Zodiac A Comic Fan?
US Executions – The Rock ’n’ Roll Years 
looks set to be a great series with its 
look at how the teenage explosion of 
music, comics and movies permeated 
mainstream culture. Many believed 
gyrating pop stars like Elvis, teen-oriented 
movies such as Rock Around the Clock and 
graphic comic books from EC heralded 
the breakdown of civilisation – but the 
murder rate remained static in the States 
throughout the vintage rock ’n’ 
roll years (1951-63).

Why was that? Could it 
be that adolescents are more 
immune to media than adults 
give them credit for – or is it 
that the effect was delayed for 
a decade until they matured? 
In March 2022, crime author 
Jarett Kobek proclaimed 
obsessive comic book collector 
and fantasist Paul Doerr as the 
Zodiac Killer based on a phrase 
quoted by Zodiac on four ways 
to die – “By Fire, By Gun, By 
Knife, By Rope” – that appeared in 1952 
comic book Tim Holt #30. 

Like Zodiac, Doerr, who died in 2007, 
was a cypher and role-play enthusiast. 
In 1974, he counselled a friend whose 
daughter joined a cult: “Kill the leader of 
the commune. I can teach you personally 
the techniques to do this. I was in a 
similar situation a couple of years ago 
and now there’s a lot of people who aren’t 
here because of it.” Nice guy!

If clean-cut B-movie western hero 
Tim Holt can spawn a serial killer from 
a comic book, who knows what effect 
Marlon Brando’s surly rebel, Jerry 
Lee’s manic mayhem and EC’s Crime 
Suspenstories might have had on young 
impressionable minds in the 50s?

Andrew Stephenson, Newhaven

Series-ending 
killer:  

Ruth Ellis

Could he have 
been Zodiac? 

Obsessive 
collector Paul 

Doerr
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Maître Matthieu Chirez said on behalf 
of Stephanie’s sister Catherine, “It’s 
not possible that he is unable to explain 
what happened. To say Stephanie Turtle 
voluntarily lay down under the wheels of 
the vehicle, knowing that he wanted to 
drive away, doesn’t make sense.”

Experts told the court that David 
needed to accelerate sharply from a 
stationary position to run over his wife; 
this, they contended, explained skid 
marks in the gravel. “That’s what he did 
– he ran over her. For those few seconds, 
that’s the horror of what he did to her,” 
said Prosecutor Patrick Serra.

Maître Serra went on: “David Turtle 
could not have been unaware that his 
wife was in front of the car when he 
drove over her body. If she were in front 
of the vehicle on the ground, wouldn’t 
she have stood up? Wouldn’t she have 
shouted?”

France for a year, they began to argue 
over which TV programme to watch. 
David got his way and Stephanie went 
to bed. After midnight she came back 
downstairs. David left the house to take 
a drive.

This is where the stories differ. David 
says Stephanie lay down in front of the 
car to prevent his exit. He didn’t see 
her and ran over her with his £37,000 
two-tonne Mercedes E-class. He got out 
of the car, stood by the open door of 
the vehicle and looked down upon the 
mangled body of his dead wife.

“I can’t explain it,” he told gendarmes.
He was brought before Cahors 

Assizes in Agen charged with aggravated 
manslaughter at a three-day hearing in 
December 2021. The court was told that 
Stephanie died from suffocation and 
multiple injuries when her ribcage was 
crushed by the vehicle.

D
AVID AnD Stephanie Turtle had 
a dream straight out of television’s 
“let’s get out of Britain” 

programme – A Place in the Sun. They 
threw in their Bournemouth jobs and in 
2016 they moved to France to become 
expats.

David, 67, a Mercedes dealer, told 
his British friends: “We’ve bought a bed 
and breakfast place in Prayssac, north 
of Toulouse. It’s a perfect property, 
although it needs a lot of work done on 
it.”

But the dream isn’t always like the 
reality. They soon found that there was 
more to it than placing potted shrubs on 
the balcony. Tensions rapidly emerged 
in their new life. David spoke no French 
and showed little interest in the French 
way of life. After a year Stephanie was 
grumbling in her blog that David cared 
more about his new Mercedes than he 
cared about her.

They had met 20 years earlier on a 
singles holiday in Turkey and married 
in 2000. The move to France meant 
cutting ties; Stephanie, 50, resigned from 
her job in the HR department of Dorset 
County Council, and David, elected the 
previous year to the county council for a 
Bournemouth ward, resigned his seat.

Late on the night of March 30th, 
2017, when they had been living in 

HUSBAND RAN 

OVER WIFE IN 

TWO-TONNE CAR

British expats Stephanie and David Turtle. He was charged with aggravated 
manslaughter, following her sudden death

The plans of the expat 
Brits crumpled when 
they disagreed over 

their dream of creating 
a B & B in France. 
Then one night the 
dream turned into a 

nightmare



A psychologist, Catherine Goupil, 
said Turtle had received 140 letters 
of support from friends who couldn’t 
believe he was being accused of murder. 
In one of them Stephanie Anthony, 52, 
wrote: “The couple got along really well 
and when I heard about the accident 
I couldn’t imagine it could have been 
done on purpose.”

Another supporter, Helen Clark, 
added: “They were a couple who were 

good together. They were happy to go 
to France and I was happy for them. 
Stephanie called me when they returned 
from holiday in Switzerland and she was 
very happy. I was shocked to learn what 
happened; it was obviously an accident.”

Turtle told the court: “I loved my 
wife and I love her even more now than 
before because my heart is broken after 
what happened. Stephanie was the love 
of my life. It took me 40 years to find 
her.

“The night it happened I watched a 
report on Brexit; then we considered 
choosing a programme to watch after 
dinner. She wanted something on 
doctors in India while I preferred an 
episode of Masterchef. It didn’t matter 
because we could record the other one 
anyway.

“I opened the remote on the couch, 
cleared the table and set the kettle on 
to make tea. All of a sudden there was 
Stephanie rushing up to tell me she 
didn’t agree. I didn’t understand what 
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neighbour Jaune Carmen said: “When 
we received a phone call from David on 
the night we were shocked. He called 
us because we spoke French. I called 
the firefighters. They were on the scene 
when we arrived, jacking up the car. 
David was there to greet us with blood 
on his hands.

“He walked up and down, mumbling, 
‘Why, why, why?’ He kept repeating, 
‘Why did she hide under the car? What 
am I going to tell her father?’”

It was perhaps a bit too dramatic. “I 
thought he was acting,” said Jaune’s 
French husband Michel.

He went on: “I found it strange that he 
never showed any concern for Stephanie. 
I felt like he was playing a scene; it didn’t 
sound sincere.”

Jaune agreed. “He kept coming 
towards me, retelling the story: ‘I drove 
forward and didn’t feel a thing. I wonder 
why Stephanie hid under the car.’ In 
my opinion, if Stephanie needed to hide 
from him, she would have done so in the 
garden, in the undergrowth.”

She thought there was frequently 
tension between the couple over creating 
the B & B. “He never agreed with 
Stephanie’s way of doing things. He 
dominated her, although in front of us 
he played the gentleman.”

She said that at one point Turtle came 
up with a second story. In this version, 
he maintained Stephanie was leaving 
him. He grabbed the keys of the car to 
follow her.

Mr. Téotinghen, 60, a British plumber, 
worked on the property for the Turtles. 
He told the court that David Turtle 
was arrogant and a control freak. “He 
would never leave his wife alone and was 
quick to anger. In my opinion he made 
no effort to understand French culture. 
Everything was meant to be done his 
way. I had the impression that Stephanie 
was rather submissive.”

The prosecutor claimed that Turtle 
evolved his story as new evidence came 
to light. “He says, ‘I am the only one 
who knows what happened,’ but this 
doesn’t mean that he is telling the truth. 
When he pressed the accelerator he 
crushed her, and he couldn’t ignore the 
fact that she was in front of his car.”

The prosecution believed the 
argument, triggered by television but 
with deeper origins, restarted after 
Stephanie came downstairs. Two things 
were possible. Either Turtle went to 
leave, Stephanie lay down in front of the 
car to prevent him and he deliberately 
ran over her, or he killed her in the home 
and positioned her in front of the car to 
make it look like an accident.

Maître Laurent Bruneau, defending, 
said the prosecution’s case was built on 
the assumption that Turtle was guilty. 
Turtle’s natural early confusion was 
unfairly used to indicate guilt.

“Can anyone be coherent in such a 
situation after the death of his wife?” he 
asked. “In losing her he lost everything. 
Of course he killed her – but it was an 
accident. He did not see her and has 
always said that.”

was going on. She went upstairs to bed 
around 9.15 p.m. I fell asleep on the 
couch.

“She came back down around 
midnight and woke me up. She 
continued to provoke me. I went to the 
kitchen and she followed me, berating 
me. I told her if she continued I would 
take the car for a drive because I was 
tired of arguing.

“I took the keys and Stephanie 
vanished. I took the stairs down to the 
garage, leading to the yard where the car 
was parked. I went out through the small 
garage door. It was dark outside. I knew 
she didn’t want me to take the car. When 
I got into the car I locked the doors for 
fear of her climbing in to stop me. When 
it grew quiet I thought she must have 
gone in upstairs. Then I got out and 
looked around.”

“Why did you look around if you 
thought she had gone upstairs?” the 
magistrate asked.

“I didn’t know if she had come back 
or not. So I got back in the car, turned 
on the ignition and moved forward. I 
didn’t feel or hear anything, no doubt 
because of the Mercedes’ special 
comfort suspension.”

Was it possible that Stephanie was 
unaware of the car’s progress forward 
until it was too late? Well, there were skid 
marks on the gravel. How did he explain 
that, he was asked?

“I have no explanation,” was the 
answer.

Turtle was found guilty by the 
magistrate and the jury. The magistrate, 
Mme. nelly Emin, told him: “You 
are condemned by the majority of 
the jurors and the court to 14 years’ 
imprisonment.”

Maître Chirez said outside the 
court: “Mrs. Turtle’s family and 
especially her sister are relieved 
and will continue to show the same 
decency they have since this terrible 
crime happened. She was extremely 
close to her sister and it is obviously 
a huge loss for her.” David Turtle 
has lodged an appeal.

The Turtles’ home in Prayssac, France

“I didn’t know if she 
had come back or 

not. So I got back in 
the car, turned on the 

ignition and moved 
forward. I didn’t feel 
or hear anything, no 
doubt because of the 

Mercedes’ special 
comfort suspension”
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POLICE InVESTIGATInG a 
car crash in woods at Sortavala, a 

few miles from St. Petersburg, were 
intrigued when they opened the boot. 
Inside was a body, its head almost 
severed, grotesquely attached by the 
vertebrae alone.

With it were shovels, sacks and an 
assortment of tools that indicated 
the occupants of the car might have 
decided to drive into the woods and 
bury the body.

friends, he said, and they had taken the 
Galant to a garage to be serviced. The 
garage owner was Arkady Kazinyan, 
50. There were two other mechanics on 
duty with him that evening.

While the car was being serviced 
Komarov and his two friends, Yan 
Schepanovsky, 26, and a younger man, 
Yuri, decided to have some drinks. After 
sharing three litres of vodka they went 
back to the garage where there was an 
altercation after they decided that the 
work on the car was unsatisfactory.

During the row Komarov stabbed 
Kazinyan the garage owner repeatedly 
with a kitchen knife. To hide the 
traces of the killing, Komarov and 
Schepanovsky set fire to the garage, 
threw the corpse into the boot of their 
car, and drove north to the endless 
forests of Sortavala to get rid of it.

Unfortunately for them Yuri, who 
was driving, had drunk too much and 
crashed the car.

As Komarov ended his story, he 
suddenly gazed into the distance. Then 
he said vaguely, “It didn’t end the way I 
wanted. Usually, I enjoy killing people.”

The investigator, stunned, loosened 
the medical mask and then, thinking 
twice about it, fixed it tightly again. 
“What do you mean, people?” he asked. 

“Have there been others?”
“There was only one, to be fair,” 

Komarov replied. “He was in Sosnovka 
Park, St. Petersburg. I killed him on 
September 27th. He was 38, and a 
stockbroker, I think – I saw his details 
in the media.” It was true that the case 
had been emblazoned across the media 
in September, but Komarov was able to 
provide details that were held back from 
the press.

“Why did you kill him?” he was 
asked.

“I had been wanting to kill a man for 
some time, so that I could taste him. 
But I didn’t dare to do it – it was too 
scary. Finally, I took a knife, a backpack 
and went hunting in the park where 
there are no video cameras and only a 
few people walking around. When I saw 
a tall thin man with curly hair and a 
beard, I chose him and followed him.

“I came up from behind him and 
stabbed him in the neck. He began to 
resist and I stabbed him in the neck 
about ten more times. He was lightly 
dressed and the knife penetrated his 
clothes easily. When he died I took his 
body back to my apartment. I gutted 
his neck and tasted the blood and 
meat – but the meat was difficult to cut 
because the knife was blunt and I didn’t 

REGRETS OF A 

SELF-CONFESSED 

CANNIBAL KILLER
After killing a stockbroker in a city park he ate parts of his victim. “I was 

disappointed,” he said. “I killed him in vain. He was tasteless...”

Above, the scene of the crash at Sortavala, Russia. Left, suspected double-
killer Yegor Komarov of St. Petersburg

The car’s driver and his companions 
had vanished, leaving the wreck and 
the bloodied body to be discovered at 4 
a.m. on november 20th, 2021.

“This is a quiet place – nothing ever 
happens here,” a resident told police 
who started making inquiries of local 
people. Sortavala is frozen, inhospitable 
country that used to be part of Finland 
until it was ceded to Moscow at the end 
of the Second World War.

Studying the records of the wrecked 
Mitsubishi Galant, it didn’t take the 
police long to find the missing driver. 
He was Yegor Komarov, and he had 
made his way back to his home in St. 
Petersburg after the crash. After putting 
him in handcuffs and a rigid medical 
mask, the leading investigator said, “Tell 
us what happened last night.”

Komarov willingly obliged. A few 
days earlier he had been out with two 
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l Continues over page

Above, Nadège Desnoix. She was 
murdered in May 1994. Below, 
police at the crime scene in 

Chateau-Thierry

like the veins.
“I chopped out the tongue and 

sautéed it for a long time in a saucepan 
with butter. When it was properly 
cooked I tried it, but I didn’t like it. 
Probably I would have liked another 
part of the body.’

Had he by any chance seen the 
Hannibal Lecter films, particularly 
Silence of the Lambs, he was asked, as if 
this might give a clue to the state of his 
mind. Yes he had, was all he could say 
to that. Then he reflected for a moment 
before adding: “I was disappointed. I 
killed him in vain.”

“Why in vain?”
“He turned out to be tasteless. By the 

way, the next day I told myself it was 
over, I put it behind me and carried on 
with my life. You can do that.”

of media coverage about domestic 
violence, she made a statement. 

“The slap was an isolated act for 
which the victim did not want to file 
a complaint,” said a police source. 
“However, this isolated fact was enough 
for the Meuse police to register Pascal 
Lafolie in the national DnA File. 
This is the case for all perpetrators of 
domestic violence.”

The apps built into the system 
automatically checked the DnA against 
all other outstanding cases. And out 
popped a result. 

“Lafolie was arrested on november 
30th, 2021, at his workplace,” said 
the prosecutor’s office. “He confessed 
during his police interview that he killed 

Records showed that the stockbroker 
had been found in a drainpipe in 
Sosnovka Park, St. Petersburg, with 
multiple stab wounds, just as Komarov 
said. After he signed his confession 
statement, Komarov burst into tears. 
“I feel sorry for that guy,” he said. “I 
shouldn’t have killed him.” The remorse 
appeared to be genuine.

An investigator observed that 
Komarov’s life seemed to be aimless. 
Although he was intelligent, he was 
unemployed and immersed himself 
in anarcho-primitivist websites with a 
particular interest in finding the elixir of 
immortality.

The latest version of this elusive tonic 
was apparently uncovered in a tomb 
in Henan Province, China, in 2019. It 
contained a mix of potassium nitrate 
and alunite, just as is described in 
ancient Taoist texts. Sceptics might ask, 
if it was an elixir of immortality, what 
was it doing in a tomb?

Komarov was remanded for two 
months and ordered to undergo 
psychiatric evaluation. If he is 
found guilty of the double-murder 
he faces a prison sentence of up to 
25 years. The level of involvement 
of his two assistants has yet to be 
determined.

Komarov at a court hearing. He 
faces 25 years in jail

IT WAS already hot as dawn broke that 
May morning 28 years ago. nadège 

Desnoix, 17, wanted to walk the 15 
kilometres to her lycée in Chateau-
Thierry, east of Paris. She waved 
goodbye to her parents and ambled off 
along the dusty lane that provided a 
short-cut to her college.

Chateau-Thierry was the 17th- 
century home of Jean de la Fontaine, 
the French fabulist whose stories are 
still recited by French children today. 
One of them was the Goose that Laid 
the Golden Eggs, based on an earlier 
version by Aesop.

It was Tuesday May 24th, 1994, a 
gorgeous spring day of sunshine and 
blossom, of aroma and colour.

Coming slowly towards nadège from 
the opposite direction was an old car. 
The wide body made it impossible to 
pass. nadège stopped and moved to the 
side. To her surprise the car stopped 
too.

The driver, a man in his 20s, forced 
the teenage schoolgirl into his car and 
made her perform oral sex. His fingers 
entangled in her hair and the elastic 
band at the back of her head. When his 
lust was satisfied he strangled her with a 
cord, then stabbed her eight times in the 
chest – straight through to the heart.

nadège’s body was found at two 
o’clock that same afternoon. Evidence 
found at the scene included the cord 
and the elastic hairband. These items 
were carefully stored, labelled and 
placed in a box pending improvements 
to DnA technology. The investigation 
was repeatedly stalled by dead-ends, but 
the police never gave up on it.

Twenty-six years later 53-year-old 
Pascal Lafolie – his surname means 
madness – set off in his car with 
his partner, less than 20 miles from 
Chateau-Thierry. As he drove his 
partner lit a cigarette.

Lafolie was furious. How many 
times had he told her he detested the 
smell of cigarette smoke in the car? A 
violent spat followed. All stressed up 
as he watched for traffic at a junction, 
he snapped and slapped her across the 
face.

It was the first time he had ever been 
violent towards her in the five years of 
their relationship. “I’m so sorry!” he 
stammered.

Pascal’s partner was bruised but 
disinclined to report the incident. 
However, through the persistence 
of sympathetic friends and the wave 

DAD DRIVES SLAP 

INTO TROUBLE

He was very sorry about hitting his partner while 
out in the car. Soon he had good reason to be 

sorrier still...
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nadège all those years ago.”
Lafolie, a father, is alleged to have 

said, “I was seized by an impulse 
when I saw the girl. I am haunted in 
dreams by images of the lane but I can’t 
remember the girl’s face. It is a blur, 
blanked from my memory.”

He was unable to explain why the 
sexual assault turned into murder and 
why he used the knife he was carrying. 
He told the police that he had no 
homicidal intention that morning.

Chewing his lip bitterly, Lafolie was 
charged with intentional homicide. The 
severity of the charge was like a slap in 
his face after all this time.

“He denied using a cord to strangle 
the schoolgirl, even though one was 
found at the murder scene,” said the 
prosecution. “At the same time, he 
admitted that after such a long time the 
details were blurred and he could not 

l Continued from page 11

Accused: Pascal Lafolie

accurately recall the facts.”
Criminal records revealed that 

Lafolie had continued his predatory 
crimes after he killed nadège. He was 

Join us next month for further 

astonishing European cases

sentenced in 1997 at Meaux for sexual 
assault on a minor. In 2002 he was 
convicted at the Seine-et-Marne assizes 
of a sexual assault committed two years 
earlier.

In neither case was his DnA taken 
and added to the national record.

For the second case on record he was 
imprisoned in 2007. He claimed this 
cured him of any further inclination 

towards sexual offences. He turned 
over a new leaf and rebuilt his life. His 
neighbours described him as “discreet, 
sympathetic and quiet.”

For those close to nadège the 
arrest was a blessing. Her younger 
brother said: “The weight of 27 years 
of suffering was finally lifted. We can 
finally say, ‘We have him!’” The family 
praised the cold case unit that worked 
silently in the background over many 
years to produce the result.

“nadège was my role model,” her 
brother said. “She was radiant, funny, 
we were accomplices together. That 
man destroyed our family. I think my 
parents still don’t comprehend that it’s 
over.”

Lafolie will be brought to trial 
this year. Meanwhile, checks are 
being made against other unsolved 
cases during the 1990s and the first 
decade of the new millennium.

“He denied using 
a cord to strangle 

the schoolgirl, even 
though one was found 
at the murder scene. 

He admitted that after 
such a long time the 
details were blurred”
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noted for her readiness to have casual 
sex. “Buy her a drink,” they were told, 
“and she’s yours.”

By the weekend 10 detectives in 
England and 24 in Scotland were 
working on the case. In Aberdeen, they 
wanted to interview a lorry-driver with 
whom Mrs. Will had been drinking in 
Bella’s Bar in East North Street on the 

night she failed to return to the home of 
a married daughter with whom she was 
living.

Detective Superintendent William 
Adams, head of Aberdeen CID, said 
that Mrs. Will and the lorry-driver were 
seen leaving the pub and going to the 
adjacent Market Stance car park at 6.45. 
The lorry-driver was described as about 
45, five feet six inches tall and of medium 
build, with dark hair and a quiff. He 
rolled his own cigarettes, walked with 
a slight limp in the right leg, and was 
wearing a blue bib-and-braces overall, a 
navy-blue anorak, and a light-coloured 
shirt.

Witnesses said the couple went to 
a lorry which appeared “ready for 
departure.” It was described as “red, 
with gold letters on the door – the firm’s 
initials in big letters, the name being 
short, probably less than six letters. Below 
the name were two gold lines. The lorry 
had a trailer, loaded at the front, but with 
other objects at the middle and back, 
which gave it a ‘lumpy’ appearance.”

Tracing it was a daunting task, as 
Aberdeen alone had 1,700 haulage 
businesses, and there was no certainty 
that it was a truck from the city. But the 
police were helped by the Road Haulage 
Association of Great Britain, which sent 
a questionnaire to its 17,000 members 
throughout the country, who then 
questioned their drivers.

A post-mortem established that Mrs. 
Will had sex shortly before she was killed, 
and Detective Chief Superintendent 
Huddart discussed the case with 
Derbyshire detectives who were still 
investigating the sex-murder of Barbara 
Mayo, whose body was found near the 
M1 near Chesterfield in October 1970. 
The police were also examining the 
possibility of a link with the unsolved 
Cheshire sex-murder of young 
hitch-hiker Jackie Ansell-Lamb in March 
1970.

ABERDEEN’S 
STRANGE CASE OF 
THE LIMPING MAN
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Helen Will. Estranged from her 
husband, she had a weakness for 

lorry drivers so nobody was unduly 
worried when she didn’t come 

home that night in December 1972

H
ELEN WILL’S third husband was 
neither surprised nor worried when 
he heard she had failed to return 

to her Aberdeen home on the Monday 
night of December 18th, 1972. He 
was past caring. She was a 54-year-old 
promiscuous alcoholic with a weakness 
for lorry-drivers, the couple were 
estranged, and he was seeking a divorce.

Three days later he was in the divorce 
court when the police asked to speak to 
him and the proceedings were halted. 

The body of a middle-aged female had 
been found just south of Scotland’s 
border with England, he was told, and the 
woman was believed to be his wife.

She had been strangled and had been 
found on Wednesday in a birch wood 
beside a layby on the A7 near Longtown 
in Cumberland, the police said. Then 
they took him to Carlisle mortuary where 
he identified the corpse, which had been 
discovered by a young woman walking 
her dog.

The A7 was the main road from 
Carlisle to Edinburgh, and the layby was 
used by lorry-drivers sleeping overnight 
and also by caravanners, even in winter.

“We do not know yet if the body 
was dumped,” said Detective Chief 
Superintendent Raymond Huddart, 
head of Cumbria’s CID. “Hundreds of 
cars and lorries pass this spot every day, 
many travelling between London and 
Aberdeen. This layby is a very popular 
stopping-place. It is possible that Mrs. 
Will was murdered, and then brought 
across the border. Her body may have 
lain here at least a day.”

In Aberdeen the police began making 
inquiries among the city’s hauliers and 
lorry-drivers, and in the pubs where 
detectives learned that Mrs. Will was 

Case report by  
Matthew Spicer

scotland’s classic cases

How Crucial Mistakes By A Forensic 
Scientist Sent An Innocent Man To Prison



On December 29th a surprise witness 
claimed he had seen Mrs. Will near an 
Aberdeen city-centre pub at lunchtime 
on Tuesday, December 19th, the day 
after she disappeared.

Then early in January 1973 a 
41-year-old Stoke-on-Trent lorry driver, 
John Preece, was arrested and charged 
with Mrs. Will’s murder. As it was now 
believed to have taken place in Scotland, 
possibly between Dunfermline and 
Denny, he was committed for trial at 
Edinburgh High Court, where he stepped 
into the dock on June 19th, 1973.

A Stirlingshire motorist told the court 
that at around 11.40 a.m. on Tuesday, 
December 19th, he passed Mrs. Will on a 
dual carriageway leading to Glasgow. She 
appeared to be seeking a lift.

The jury then heard the evidence of 
an Airdrie café worker. He said that at 
lunchtime that Tuesday Preece, who he 
identified as the man in the dock, and 
Mrs. Will entered the Riggend Café. 
Preece had a meal, and Mrs. Will had a 
cup of tea at the same table.

Prosecutor Mr. James Mulligan claimed no, not again. They’ve already had me 
once.”

On December 19th, the manager said, 
Preece refuelled at the depot around 
lunchtime. His lorry would have had a 
range of about 900 miles without needing 
more diesel.

The defence counsel, Mr. Nicholas 
Fairbairn QC, said that Preece’s log 
sheets showed that he had set out from 
Stoke-on-Trent on December 19th 
and had not been in Aberdeen until 
December 21st, two days after he was 
alleged to have committed the murder.

Another lorry-driver identified Mrs. 
Will as the woman he saw lying on the 
grass verge of a roundabout, thumbing 
a lift, near Kincardine Bridge at around 
3.20 p.m. on December 19th. He was 
returning to Hamilton from Dunfermline 
at the time, he said. “I thought she was a 
‘wino’ by the way she was lying. She just 
looked that type.”

On the trial’s fourth day a witness said 

that 10 days after the murder he helped 
Preece to unload his lorry at a Mulben 
distillery. Preece seemed to be aware of 
the murder investigation, and the witness 
said: “I remarked jokingly, ‘I hope you’re 
not the limping man.’ I don’t know if I 
was suspicious or what, but I said, ‘You 
would easy manage a bit of stuff in that 
cab,’ and he said, ‘Yes.’ He said all he had 
to do was press a catch at the back of his 
seat.

“He went on to say he had once picked 
a student up. He said she showed so little 
interest in what he was doing, he tied 
her head to the steering-wheel by her 
pigtails. I understood he meant he had 
intercourse with her.”

Another witness, a teenage Aberdeen 
housewife, said she saw Mrs. Will leave 
Bella’s Bar in the city the night before she 
was murdered. “She went towards the 
Justice Street car park with a man,” she 
testified. “He had a limp.”

He was not the man in the dock, she 
told the court.

As the trial continued, the jury heard 
forensic evidence involving microscopic 
comparison of hair from Mrs. Will and 
Preece, and wool fibres of several colours 
recovered from the victim’s body and 
from Preece’s cab.

It was evidence upon which the expert 
witnesses were unable to agree. For the 
prosecution, Dr. Alan Clift said that two 
head hairs found on Mrs. Will’s coat were 
more likely to be Preece’s than hers. But 
Professor Gilbert Forbes, professor of 
forensic medicine at Glasgow University, 
disagreed. More usually called on by the 
police to carry out scientific examinations 
for the Crown, he now appeared as a 
defence witness.

“The balance of evidence is that the 
two hairs came from Mrs. Will,” he 
testified. “There is no evidence that they 
came from the head of Preece.”

Selective hairs from two different 
people could be matched perfectly, he 
said, and two hairs from the same head 
could be dissimilar. “Nobody knows 
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A bird’s eye view of Aberdeen where the Wills lived in 1972

Forensic scientist Dr. Alan Clift. 
He was described as “highly 

incompetent,” “lacking in 
objectivity” and “a liar”

John Preece. He would spend 
eight years in prison for a murder 

he did not commit

that Preece later strangled Mrs. Will in 
the cab of his lorry, after or during the 
act of rape.

As the trial continued the next day, 
the court heard that Preece had been 
ruled-out as a suspect at one stage of the 
inquiry. This happened on December 
27th, when an officer went to the 
lorry-driver’s Wishaw depot, near Sutton 
Coldfield.

The depot’s manager testified that a 
constable called with a message asking 
Preece to contact the local CID. Later 
the same day, the officer returned to the 
depot and asked if Preece walked with a 
limp. Told that he did not, the policeman 
said, “Forget about the call to the CID. 
He’s not the man we want.”

The manager added that he later told 
Preece half-jokingly that he was wanted 
by the police, and Preece replied, “Oh, 



where these hairs came from.”
Detective Chief Superintendent 

Huddart told the court that during 
the weekend of his arrest Preece was 
composed and at times arrogant.

“You might think you have got me, but 
I’m telling you nothing,” Preece had said. 

stood near the door thinking she might 
come in, but she passed by.

Having pleaded not guilty, John 
Preece spent more than four hours in 
the witness-box. Challenged by the 
prosecutor about his claim that he 
had never seen Mrs. Will, he replied: 
“That simple story, as you call it, I shall 
maintain to the day I die, because it is the 
truth.”

When it was put to him that he had 
strangled Mrs. Will, he answered: “You 
can hardly strangle somebody you have 
never met.”

He told the court that he did not have 
Mrs. Will, dead or alive, in his lorry, as 
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the Crown alleged, when he made his 
final delivery on December 19th at a 
Stirling hotel around 5 p.m.

He said he then made a private 
delivery in Denny before driving over 
the Kincardine Bridge to Kirkcaldy and 
spending the evening playing bingo. 
Around midnight he went to sleep in his 
cab, where he spent the night parked near 
the esplanade.

“Is it just absolute arrant nonsense to 
say that you left the car park during the 
night?” asked Mr. Fairbairn.

“Absolutely, yes,” Preece replied.
If he was telling the truth, he could 

not have dumped Mrs. Will’s body near 
Longtown. But if he left Kirkcaldy at 
midnight, it was a 200-mile round trip. 
Driving through the night, he could have 
reached Longtown and returned by the 
following morning.

In his final speech to the jury Mr. 
Fairbairn said the Crown’s case was pure 
speculation, with not a shred of evidence 
that had been proved beyond reasonable 
doubt. “It is not good enough just to take 
little bits of the Crown’s evidence and 
make them fit. If you look at the Crown’s 
evidence as a whole, nothing fits.”

He suggested that the killer was 
probably the man wearing blue 
bib-and-brace overalls who was seen with 
Mrs. Will shortly before her death. It 
had been established that Preece neither 
owned nor wore such overalls.

Turning to the evidence of three 
witnesses who said they saw Mrs. Will 
and Preece at a café near Airdrie, the 
defence counsel said there was not a 
single detail of dress, time and positioning 
that was not conflicting.

For the prosecution, Mr. Mulligan 
said: “It is the Crown’s case that John 
Preece and Helen Will were together at 
the Airdrie café, and that she went in his 
lorry somewhere and the murder was 
committed.”

Her body was probably on the lorry’s 
trailer when Preece made his delivery in 

“He had a raincoat but 
no hat. He seemed to 
be wearing a suit and 

appeared to be sober. He 
had dark brown hair and 

was in his forties”

“No more of your questions. I’ll fight 
you all the way. You’ll find it takes a bit of 
proving. I wouldn’t mind pleading guilty 
to something I’d done, but I have never 
seen the woman.”

Offered the services of a solicitor, he 
replied: “I suppose I will maybe need one 
some time, but I am quite happy to wait 
for the result of these tests. They should 
clear me. If they don’t, like I told you, I 
have never even seen her, so I can’t be 
worried, can I?”

As well as having his hair examined, 
Preece had also consented to blood and 
saliva tests, and had agreed to appear in 
an identification parade.

An Aberdeen barmaid testified that 
about 10 days before the murder, Mrs. 
Will and a man who looked like Preece 
tried to book a room at a city hotel, but 
it was full and they left. The witness said 
she was positive the woman was Mrs. 
Will, but she couldn’t be sure the man 
was Preece.

The court then heard further 
conflicting evidence as to the 
whereabouts of Mrs. Will at lunchtime 
on December 19th. A barman at Walker’s 
Bar in Aberdeen’s Castle Street said he 
saw her outside the Horseshoe Bar at 
about 1 p.m.

He said she appeared to be drunk, 
and there was a man with her. “He had 
a raincoat but no hat. He seemed to be 
wearing a suit and appeared to be sober. 
I passed them by just a matter of inches. 
He had dark brown hair and was in 
his forties. She was wearing a checked, 
tweedy coat.”

The barman identified this as the coat 
Mrs. Will was wearing when her body 
was found. Questioned further, he said 
he was on his way back from lunch when 
he saw her. Because she was banned 
from Walker’s Bar as an “undesirable,” he 

The “Mummy in the Cupboard” murder case had brought Dr. Alan Clift to 
public prominence in 1960. Above is the mummified body of Mrs. Frances 
Knight (left). Her landlady Mrs. Sarah Harvey (below) claimed Mrs. Knight’s 

weekly maintenance for 20 years after her death
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Stirling, the prosecutor claimed.
Summing-up, Lord Avonside said 

there was no evidence whatsoever that 
the murder took place, as the indictment 
alleged, between Dunfermline and 
Denny, and he instructed the jury to 
disregard this.

“What the Crown has to prove, and 
this is important, is that the murder took 
place in Scotland, because this court has 
no jurisdiction in England. So far as we 
are concerned, it is a foreign country.”

The judge went on to say: “We now 
know that this woman was an alcoholic 
to all intents and purposes and we 
have heard evidence that on Monday, 
December 18th, she was more or less 
fighting drunk. It strikes me as strange 
that a woman of that type would stay in a 
licensed café near a bar just sipping a cup 
of tea, because she would badly need a 
drink at that time of day.”

Preece had stuck to his story 
throughout his cross-examination, “long 
and vigorous” though it was, Lord 
Avonside commented.

It was one of the most difficult cases 
he had ever presided over, he said, but it 
took the jury only 90 minutes to decide 
that Preece was guilty, by a majority 
verdict of nine to six.

Mr. Mulligan told the court that the 
Crown was dropping three other charges 
against Preece, alleging rape, attempted 
rape, and breach of the peace. Lord 
Avonside then jailed John Preece for life.

In prison, Preece was told he could 
expect to serve at least 15 years, but if he 
behaved well he might be transferred to 
an English jail.

P
erhaps uniquely in British criminal 
history, he had been convicted partly 

on evidence gathered for an English trial 
that never took place. This evidence was 
assembled by Dr. Alan Clift, a senior 
forensic scientist at the West Midlands 
Forensic Science Laboratory, who had 
achieved national prominence in the 
“Mummy in the Cupboard” murder trial 
at Ruthin Assizes in Wales in 1960.

While being cross-examined about the 
alleged murder weapon, a stocking, he 
fainted in the witness-box. The trial was 
stopped, and the defendant Mrs. Sarah 
Harvey, a boarding-house keeper, was 
acquitted.

She had been accused of murdering 
one of her lodgers, 50-year-old Mrs. 
Frances Knight, in 1940, in order to 
claim her £2 a week maintenance, which 
she did for 20 years after Mrs. Knight’s 
death. Then Mrs. Knight’s mummified 
body was discovered in a cupboard at the 
boarding-house.

A stocking had been found round Mrs. 
Knight’s neck, but Mrs. Harvey claimed 
that her death was from natural causes. 
After Dr. Clift’s collapse the prosecution 
abandoned the murder charge, and Mrs. 
Harvey was jailed for 15 months for the 
fraud, which she admitted.

When Dr. Clift examined evidence 
in the Preece case, he found traces of a 
blood group A secretor in semen stains 
on the crotch of Mrs. Will’s knickers and 

on swabs from her vagina. (A secretor 
releases blood group substances into 
semen.) He subsequently told the court 
that the killer was a blood group A 
secretor, as was Preece. The blood group 
A is rare, and this evidence helped to 
secure Preece’s conviction.

But when the case belatedly came 
before the Scottish Court of Criminal 
Appeal eight years later in June 1981, 
Dr. Clift’s apparently damning evidence 
fell apart. He admitted that his original 
report, prepared for an English court 
when the murder was believed to have 
been committed in England, included the 
information that Mrs. Will’s blood group 
was the same as Preece’s. In rewriting his 
report for the trial in Scotland, he omitted 

this information, and also the probability 
that Mrs. Will was a blood group A 
secretor. He remained silent about this 
when he gave evidence at the trial.

The appeal court heard that the stains 
he examined were a mixture of vaginal 
secretions and semen, and he believed 
he could detect semen from a group 
A secretor. This belief was based on a 
theory he had developed in interpreting 
the outcome of tests on mixed stains, 
but the theory was not supported by any 
reputable scientific authority. There was 
in fact no way of determining whether 
the group A secretions in the stains had 
come from Mrs. Will or her killer.

Preece’s counsel, Mr. Michael Bruce 
QC, described the forensic scientist 
as “highly incompetent,” “lacking in 
objectivity” and “a liar.”

Quashing Preece’s conviction, the 
Appeal Court judges ruled that Dr. 

John Preece with his wife, 
following his successful appeal and 

release from prison

Clift’s evidence had fallen far below 
the accuracy, fairness and objectivity 
normally expected from such a witness.

Lord Emslie, the Lord Justice 
General, presiding with Lord Stott 
and Lord Cameron, said: “We have 
no doubt whatever that, consciously 
or unconsciously, Dr. Clift expressed 
his confident opinion that the donor of 
semen was an A secretor in a wholly 
misleading way. He did not disclose 
he was expressing the opinion as the 
result of tests on mixed stains. He did 
not disclose Helen Will’s blood group 
or her probable secretor status when he 
knew it was impossible for the defence to 
discover this for themselves.”

Dr. Clift now recognised that these 
were matters of “enormous importance” 
which should have been disclosed to the 
jury, Lord Emslie continued. “This was, 
in our judgment, conduct on the part of 
an expert witness which demonstrated a 
complete misunderstanding of the role of 
scientific witnesses in our courts, and a 
lack of the essential qualities of accuracy 
and scientific objectivity which are 
normally taken for granted.”

“I have done eight years for killing a 
woman I have never met or seen,” said 
John Preece as he walked free. But he 
added that he had always believed in 
forgiveness, and he felt pity more than 
anything for Dr. Clift.

And so did many of the forensic 
scientist’s colleagues, who said he was a 
man of integrity, dedicated to his work, 
and had been treated unfairly. Branded 
“Dr. Blunder” by the media, he had been 
suspended by the Home Office since 
1977 after doubts were raised about his 
work in other cases, and in September 
1981 the Home Office announced that he 
was to be compulsorily retired.

Meanwhile, Preece’s successful appeal 
had also left egg on other faces. The 
Home Office had long been aware of 
doubts about the reliability of Dr. Clift’s 
evidence. The Scottish Office claimed it 
was not informed of his suspension in 
1977, but it was brought to the attention 
of the Scottish Secretary of State in 
June 1978 by Preece’s solicitors, seeking 
a review of his case after the Appeal 
Court’s release from prison of three men 
following misgivings about the evidence 
of Dr. Clift which had convicted them. 
The Scottish Office, however, concluded 
that there was insufficient evidence to 
warrant reopening Preece’s case. It was 
not until March 1981 that the Secretary 
for Scotland finally called for Preece’s 
appeal to be heard.

“Of course, I feel a bit bitter about 
what has happened to me but I 
do not know what I will do about 
compensation,” Preece told reporters. “I 
will leave that to my solicitors.”

His wife had divorced him while 
he was behind bars, and six months 
after his release the Scottish Office 
was reported to have offered him 
a sum believed to be more than 
£70,000, at that time a record 
amount of compensation for 
wrongful imprisonment.

“I feel bitter about what 
has happened to me but I 
do not know what i will do 
about compensation. I will 
leave that to my solicitors”



I
n Jackson county, north 
carolina, are the Blue Ridge 
Mountains, noted for their scenic 

beauty. not so long ago this rugged 
country was also noted for its frugal 
natives, its bitter family feuds, 
and a never-ending war between 
moonshiners and revenue officers.

Many of the families living on the 
mountainside scratched out a bare 
living from barren rockbound soil. In 
the post-war years a few catered for 
the tourist trade, from stands stocked 
with handmade novelties along the 
highways. others worked in mills and 
plants in neighbouring towns. only 
rarely did violence erupt there. and no 
case resulting in a death sentence had 
been on the books of Jackson county 
for 100 years.

Until 1947. In that year Jack Hall, 
a taxi driver, and his young wife 
were found murdered along a lonely 
mountain trail. The killers, two illiterate 
youths, were swiftly caught and 
sentenced to die.

The next blot on the books of 
Jackson county began to be disclosed 
on the warm evening of June 14th, 
1950. as the shadows lengthened over 
the little town of sylva, deep in the 
heart of the mountains, sheriff Griffin 
Middleton, chief of the county’s law 
enforcement officers, was relaxing on 
his porch.

an automobile halted at the kerb. 
Two men got out and approached. 
Middleton recognised them as Bud 
and Ray Ensley, two hard-working men 
from a sparsely settled community 
beyond Dillsboro.

“Howdy, boys,” he greeted the pair. 
Motioning to chairs, he added, “Have 
a seat.”

“Thanks, sheriff,” Ray Ensley 
replied. “But this is not a social call. 
We’ve come to ask your help. seems 
we have a mystery out our way.”

“How’s that, Ray?”
“Lura Ellen Taylor, our cousin, has 

disappeared. Her aunt and uncle, Mr. 
and Mrs. albert Robinson, who live 
with her, are mighty upset.”

according to the brothers, Miss 
Taylor failed to return home early that 
morning after completing a shift at a 
rubber company’s plant in Hazelwood, 
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US EXECUTIONS:

THE “ROCK ’N’ 

ROLL YEARS”

1951 James 

Richard Hall. 

His weak 

protests of 

innocence 

were soon 

shattered

20 miles away. now 10 hours had 
elapsed and she was still missing.

“she’s worked at the plant for eight 
years,” Ray continued, “and nothing 
like this has ever happened before. 
Usually, if she intends to stop over in 
sylva to shop, or to visit friends, she 
talks it over with her aunt beforehand. 
But she said nothing about being late 
today.”

“Which shift does she work?” the 

sheriff asked.
“From 11 p.m. until 7 a.m., this past 

week. she’s been reaching home about 
8.30 a.m. at first the Robinsons just 
figured she was working an extra shift. 
sometimes that happens and she sends 
somebody up to tell them. But when 
she failed to show up by 4.30, they 
decided something must be wrong. 
They came over to my house about 5 
o’clock,” Ray Ensley said.

Beware The Jealous
Brother-in-Law
Beware The Jealous
Brother-in-Law



The officer saw that the brothers 
were deeply worried. “Take it easy, 
boys,” he said reassuringly. “I run into 
this sort of case often and invariably 
90 per cent of the missing persons 
reported turn up safe and sound.”

“But here’s something that puzzles 
me,” Ray continued. “a few weeks 
ago Lura Ellen bought a new car. My 
wife and I had been teaching her to 
drive it. I was to meet her at 4.30 this 

there’s been an accident, or foul play, 
every minute may count,” the sheriff 
said.

“Do you reckon she’s been 
kidnapped?” Bud Ensley asked.

“It’s possible. How’s she fixed 
financially?”

“she owns a home, just recently 
built, has a new automobile and 
receives an insurance cheque from the 
government each month, besides what 
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CRIME AND PUNISHMENT
 The “Martinsville Seven” are 
sentenced to death and executed 
within eight days of being found guilty 
of the rape of Ruby Stroud Floyd – a 
white woman – in Martinsville, Virginia. 
The seven black youths were granted 
posthumous pardons by Virginia’s 
governor in 2021.
 Jean Lee (right) becomes 
the last woman hanged in 
Australia, when she and her 
two pimps are hanged for 
the murder and torture of a 
73-year-old bookmaker.
 In West Germany, Ilse Koch, the 
“Witch of Buchenwald,” wife of the 
concentration camp commandant, is 
sentenced to life imprisonment.

WORLD EVENTS
 In America William Randolph Hearst 
(the main inspiration for the lead 

character in Orson Welles’s 
1941 film Citizen Kane) dies. 
The influential newspaper 
tycoon was notorious for 
both his professional and 
private lives...
 In the UK The Festival of 
Britain exhibition is opened 
by King George VI and 
visited by millions during the 
summer, and 77-year-old 
Winston Churchill is re-

elected Prime Minister.

ENTERTAINMENT
 UK radio show The Goon 
Show (originally Crazy 
People) is first broadcast 
on the Home Service. 
Dennis the Menace comic 
strip first appears in the 
children’s comic The 
Beano. 

 A Streetcar Named Desire 
is a huge hit and wins four 
Oscars. The only lead actor 
unsuccessfully nominated is 
Marlon Brando. Christmas 
perennial Scrooge, starring 
Alastair Sim, The African 
Queen and Walt Disney’s 
13th animated film, Alice in 
Wonderland, also premiere.

 Amongst new novels are J. D. 
Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, John 
Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, and 
Isaac Asimov’s Foundation.

ROCK ’N’ ROLL
 Sixty-Minute Man by (Billy Ward &) 

The Dominoes. 
It’s doo-wop in 
tempo but has 
the backbeat and 
double-stop guitar 
from rhythm and 
blues – and the 
subject matter is 
decidedly rock ’n’ 
roll... 

1951

King George 
VI is greeted 
by Winston 
Churchill at 
the South 

Bank Festival 
exhibition

The Goons arrive 
on the radio

Vivien Leigh 
and Marlon 

Brando

Beware The Jealous 
-in-Law

Beware The Jealous 
-in-Law

Refusing a lift in a friend’s car, Lura 
Ellen walked to her death

afternoon at the old Mill motel, about 
two miles from her home, for a driving 
lesson. But she failed to show up.”

“What about her car? Is it missing, 
too?”

“no. It’s parked in her yard – been 
there all day.”

Middleton got out a pad and pencil. 
a small, neatly dressed man with a 
plain face and a keen intellect, he’d 
solved the sensational Hall murders 
three years before in record time, 
gaining statewide fame as a rural 
sleuth. “We’d better look into this 
matter at once. If she turns up all right, 
there’ll be no harm done. But in case 

CASE 
REPORT By 
R.J. DAVIS



Sheriff (later Police Chief) Griffin 
Middleton

she earns at the plant. I suppose her 
folks could raise several thousands, if 
pushed.”

Middleton nodded. “To some 
people I guess that would seem like a 
lot of money. suppose you give me a 
description of Miss Taylor and I’ll rush 
it to all officers in this area.”

The brothers described the missing 
woman as 32 years old, a vivacious 
brunette about five feet two inches 
tall, weighing 120 pounds. she had 
brown eyes and white teeth. They also 
described her clothes.

The Ensley brothers followed 
the sheriff when he hastened to his 
office, where he put the description 
on the teletype and assigned Deputy 
Warfield Turpin to check at the plant 
in Hazelwood. Turning again to the 
brothers, sheriff Middleton asked with 
whom Lura Ellen rode home from the 
plant each morning.

“no one special,” Ray explained. 
“Quite a few folks out that way work 
at the plant. she picks up a ride with 
one or another of her friends. she gets 
off at the forks where Mitch Branch 
and Long Branch join and walks along 
the road for about two miles to her 
home. Each afternoon she’d wait at the 
highway and someone would give her a 
lift. But she didn’t like that as a routine 
and that’s why she bought a car.”

Sheriff Middleton decided to 
accompany the men back to the 

community and dig up what he could 
about the missing woman. He followed 
the brothers in his car. They started 
out slowly over a winding road that 
led through dense woods of oak, 
maple, poplar and pine, through deep 
valleys and up steep grass-covered 
slopes. The trio made several stops 
to ask questions, but got no helpful 
information until they reached the 
home of a man we’ll call Marvin 
Weeks, a friend of the missing girl’s 
relatives.

passing along. so it’s possible she rode 
away with someone.”

Driving next to the modest Taylor 
home, the sheriff and his companions 
went inside. There the officer 
questioned Mr. and Mrs. albert 
Robinson, who lived with the missing 
girl. The couple was obviously alarmed 
by the unexplained absence of their 
niece.

“If she wasn’t usually so punctual,” 
Mrs. Robinson said, “we wouldn’t be 
so upset.”

In the interview that followed, 
Middleton learned that Lura Ellen 
Taylor had lost her parents two years 
before. a brother had been killed in 
World War II. Her only other close 
relatives were a brother, Luther, who 
worked as a guard at the Whittier 
Prison camp, and a sister, Flora, who 
was married to a man named James 
Richard Hall.

“Flora, Richard and their two 
children live right here in the 
neighbourhood,” Mrs. Robinson 
added. “Flora’s worried too. she’s been 
here most of the day.”

“are there any other relatives your 
niece might be visiting?”

“no. But she does have a number of 
friends scattered over the country. It’s 
possible, of course, that she was called 
to see one of them and didn’t have 
time to send word to us.”

The sheriff assured the elderly 
couple that he would do everything in 
his power to find the young woman. 
outside, in the gathering darkness, 
he held a brief consultation with the 
Ensley brothers. It was decided to 
make a house-to-house canvass to 
inquire if anyone in the neighbourhood 
had seen the missing woman or 
noticed anything out of the ordinary.

at one house where they stopped 
a housewife recalled seeing a man 
trudging towards the forks at about 
8.30 that morning. she described the 
man as tall and slender, around 30 
years old, wearing dark work clothes.

at another home, a witness reported 
seeing a middle-aged stranger with a 
fishing pole walking along the banks 
of Long Branch some time early in 
the day. He’d hardly given the man a 
passing glance, he said. Just someone 
going fishing.

some 30 minutes later Deputy 
Turpin caught up with the sheriff 
and made his report. His check at the 
rubber company’s plant had failed to 
uncover anything. Miss Taylor had 
checked in as usual the previous night, 
around 11 o’clock, and had worked 
until seven this morning. Witnesses 
stated that she had left the building 
with Marvin Weeks.

“While I was there,” Turpin 
continued, “I asked around if she had 
any enemies and the answers were 
all negative. It seems she’s one of the 
most popular women employed by the 
company.”

“How about boyfriends?”
“a few, but no steady fellow, dating 

The sheriff asked if she had said 
anything to him about her plans for the 
rest of the day. Weeks was certain that 
she hadn’t mentioned any. He added 
that she appeared to be in a cheerful 
mood, with no problems on her mind.

“Whatever may have happened,” 
Weeks said worriedly, “I hope you 
don’t think I’m mixed up in it. Like I 
said, I just gave her a ride to the forks.”

The sheriff assured him that at 
this point no one was suspected of 
anything. Then Middleton and the 
Ensley brothers drove on to the forks 
where Lura Ellen had last been seen 
at 8 o’clock that morning. Middleton 
noticed a house in a grove a short 
distance away. He walked over to it 
and questioned a woman sitting on the 
front porch.

“You mean Lura Ellen Taylor?” she 
asked. “sure, I know her. I see her 
down there, waiting almost every day.”

“Did you see her this morning?”
“Yes, I did. Must have been around 

8 o’clock when she got out of that car, 
because the school bus had already 
gone by.”

“Did someone pick her up, or did 
she walk down the road?”

The woman hesitated. “sorry, 
sheriff, I’m afraid I don’t know about 
that. I was busy. I just caught a glimpse 
of her.”

Questioned further, she recalled 
that several cars had passed along 
during the next 15 minutes and at 
least a couple of them had entered 
the highway from the side road. But 
if the missing girl was in one of these 
vehicles, she’d failed to recognise her.

Middleton thanked the woman and 
rejoined the Ensley brothers at the 
fork. “she corroborates Weeks’ story,” 
he told them. “and reports that at least 
two cars came out of the road about 
the time Lura Ellen must have been 
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Lura’s only other close 
relatives were a brother, 
Luther, who worked as 
a guard at the Whittier 

Prison camp, and a sister, 
Flora, who was married 
to a man named James 

Richard Hall

“sure, I gave Lura Ellen a ride,” 
Weeks said. “When we reached the 
forks, I offered to drive her on to her 
home but she insisted on getting out. 
said the walk would do her good.”

“That was the last time you saw 
her?” Middleton asked.

The man nodded. “I turned my car 
around and headed back to Dillsboro.”

“could there have been someone 
waiting for her down the road?”

“Yes, I suppose so – but she didn’t 
mention it.”



Hall was very proud of the home he had built for himself in the woods. The cost: a few nails...

The killer first accosted his victim at this point, marked with cross

different ones from time to time. I 
got their names, in case we need to 
question them.”

“nice work, Warfield,” the sheriff 
said. He then sent his deputy to 
visit the prison camp at Whittier 
and question Luther Taylor. From 
information supplied by the girl’s 
cousins, the Ensley brothers, he made 
a list of Lura Ellen’s closest friends and 
asked Turpin to interview them and 
report back as soon as possible.

Middleton pressed on with the 
search for information about the two 
strangers spotted near the forks early 
that morning. Unable to turn up 
anything else on the pair, he was soon 
satisfied that they had no connection 
with the disappearance of Lura Ellen 
Taylor. and since no attempt had been 
made to get in touch with the young 

woman’s relatives, he also discarded 
the kidnapping theory.

He now wondered if Miss Taylor 
had unknowingly aroused the anger of 
a jealous lover who had waited along 
the lonely road and perhaps slain 
her. Probing further into the girl’s 
background, and aided by her cousins, 
he called on each of the young men in 
the community known to be interested 
in the missing woman.

a talk with three men who had 
dated Miss Taylor recently developed 
no new clue. apparently Lura Ellen 
had enjoyed the company of each, 
but showed no special interest in any 
one of them. Each of the trio had 
volunteered a statement regarding his 
activities during the morning and none 
of them had been near the forks at the 
time in question.

L
ater in the evening, Deputy Turpin 
returned with his report. Luther 

Taylor, the rugged, highly respected 
prison guard, stated that he hadn’t 
seen his sister in several days. He was 
shocked to hear she was missing.

“You can rest assured there’s 
something wrong,” he had informed 
the deputy. “Lura Ellen didn’t walk off 
of her own accord without a word to 
her aunt and uncle.”

“Did you check with her friends?” 
Middleton asked.

Turpin nodded. “none of them has 
seen her today. one lady seemed to 
think she might have eloped to south 
carolina with one of her beaus. she 
recalled that when Lura Ellen bought 
the car she also purchased a new 
wardrobe. somebody kidded her about 
getting married and she didn’t deny it.”

The sheriff turned to the Ensley 
brothers. “What do you think?”

“It’s possible,” Ray Ensley admitted. 
“But if so, who’s the man? none of 
the fellows we know are missing. of 
course, she could have been in love 
with someone over in Hazelwood, 
where she’s been working for years.”

“Maybe you ought to question Flora 
Hall,” Bud Ensley suggested. “The two 
sisters were pretty close and if Lura 
Ellen was planning a secret marriage, 
she might know about it.”

Middleton agreed. With his deputy 
and the Ensleys he drove to the Hall 
home, a sturdy log and plank shanty 
perched on a grassy knoll in the edge 
of woods not far from the Taylor 
residence. Hall, a lanky, clean-cut 
man of 26, invited the sheriff inside. 
The officer followed him into a 
combination living- and bedroom 
where an oil lamp cast grotesque 
shadows over the simple furnishings. 
a young woman was sitting in a chair 
with a child in her lap. Hall introduced 
her as his wife, Flora.

Briefly, Middleton explained to 
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Mrs. Hall the reason for his visit. He 
admitted that his investigation had 
produced no results and he hoped she 
might be able to give him a lead. Mrs. 
Hall shook her head slowly. she said 
she didn’t have any idea why Lura 
Ellen had failed to come home.

“Perhaps she had an attack of 
amnesia,” Hall suggested.

Middleton nodded. “We’re 
considering a number of possibilities. 
That could be one. Right now the state 
highway patrol and other officers are 
keeping a close watch for her.”

The sheriff asked Mrs. Hall if she 
thought her sister might have eloped. 
Both Flora and her husband agreed it 
was possible, but most unlikely. During 
the past week she’d heard nothing to 
indicate that her sister was planning a 
secret marriage, and Lura Ellen usually 
confided in her, Flora Hall said. she 
remembered the clothes Lura Ellen 
had bought recently and explained 
that the missing girl often purchased a 
number of dresses at one time, to cut 
down on shopping trips.

“Lura Ellen and I were pretty close, 
sheriff,” she added. “You never can tell 
what a woman in love will do, but I’m 
reasonably certain she hasn’t eloped.”

Like other relatives, Mrs. Hall knew 
of no jealous lover in her sister’s life. 
Lura Ellen, she continued, carefully 
selected the men she went out with and 
apparently was in love with no one. 
she was not the romantic type, easily 
swept off her feet, and men seemed to 
make little impression on her.

Questioned as to whether Miss 
Taylor had any enemies, Mrs. Hall 
replied that she knew of none. nor, 
according to her, was the family 
engaged in one of those lingering feuds 
that on occasion flare into murder and 
violence. Her sister, Flora added, had 
been extremely popular with everyone 
in the community.

The sheriff asked the final 
question, “Was there some man in 
the neighbourhood your sister didn’t 

trust? Whatever has happened, I have 
a feeling that somebody she knew is 
mixed up in it.”

“no, I don’t think there was anyone 
she didn’t trust,” Flora said.

The officer thanked the couple and 
started to leave. Hall walked with him 
to the yard. “I wish we could have 
been more help to you,” the young 

man said. “I’ve been away the past 
three days, visiting my mother. she 
lives farther out in the country. I just 
got home – at noon today.”

Middleton indicated the house. 
“Your place?” he asked.

Hall nodded. “The house is, but 
I just rent the land by the year. I’m 
rather proud of the house. I salvaged 
the materials and did the work myself. 
The entire cost of the house was $1 – 
the amount I paid for the nails.”

“a good job, and it is a comfortable 
home,” the sheriff agreed.

Middleton climbed into the car with 
Turpin and they drove off through 

the shadows. The stars were out now 
and the moon would be up soon. as 
they rode along, the sheriff voiced his 
conviction that the missing girl had 
been the victim of foul play.

“If we assume someone waited for 
Miss Taylor this morning and killed 
her,” Middleton continued, “he’s had 
time enough to conceal her body 
where it might not be found for years. 
We know most of the fellows in this 
section who have been in trouble 
before. For the record, we should 
ascertain where they were between 
eight and nine o’clock today.”

With the help of the Ensley brothers, 
who were waiting at the Taylor home, 
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Just 150 yards up the road a police deputy found the nude corpse buried under a 
pile of rocks

The killer shows Chief 
Middleton where he waited for 

his victim



 

Underneath the rocks. 
they discovered the 
battered body of the 

missing girl. There was 
blood on her face and 

dark bruises showed on 
her throat

the sheriff listed six possible suspects. 
since there was no evidence of a 
crime, the officers had to go about 
their work discreetly. But, one by one, 
they definitely eliminated the men in 
question.

“Maybe we’ve overlooked 
something,” Middleton remarked to his 
deputy. “suppose we have another talk 
with the Robinsons. Perhaps they’ve 
remembered something important.”

The officers were invited into the 
Taylor home again. now gloom and 
apprehension had deepened over the 
household. Hours of strain and worry 
showed in the faces of the elderly aunt 
and uncle. Middleton readily admitted 
he was stumped and needed a lead of 
some kind.

“Think back carefully over the past 
few months,” he urged them. “Perhaps 
you’ve overlooked something of 
importance. are you positive no one 
held a grudge against your niece?”

There was a brief silence. “If Lura 
Ellen had an enemy in the world,” Mrs. 
Robinson said finally, “we didn’t know 
it. Her life has been an open book.”

Thanking the couple, the officers 
returned to the yard where the Ensley 
brothers were waiting.

“Everything we’ve been able to 
dig up indicates that something 
happened to Lura Ellen near the forks 
somewhere along that lonely road,” 
the sheriff observed. “We’ve got to go 
through those woods with a fine-tooth 
comb.”

Turpin said quickly, “It would take 
weeks to cover that territory.”

“We’ve got to do it. Right now 
we’re walking around in a fog, with 
no evidence a crime has even been 
committed.”

Middleton asked the Ensley brothers 
to round up the neighbours as quickly 
as possible and start in the dense forest 
at the forks, searching every nook and 
cranny on both sides of the road to the 
Taylor home. This covered two miles 
of rugged mountain terrain and would 
be no easy task. Middleton sent his 
deputy to sylva for additional men. 
In less than an hour two searching 
parties, armed with lanterns, flashlights 
and flaming torches, were scouring the 
desolate countryside.

Time passed, without results. The 
sheriff was beginning to doubt that the 
search would reveal anything. Reports 
from the highway patrol and officers 
on duty throughout the western part 
of the state brought no news of the 
missing woman. Telephone calls to 
several towns in south carolina – 
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known to be popular with eloping 
couples – failed to offer any evidence 
that Lura Ellen Taylor had been there. 
since presumably no one had seen 
the missing woman, her body must be 
somewhere in the woods, Middleton 
reasoned.

Deputy Turpin, in charge of the 
searching parties, urged his men on. 
Lights flared along the hillsides and 
through the dense forests, casting 
weird shadows over the beautiful 
country. a bright yellow moon had 
climbed high into the sky, lighting up 
the earth below. The hunters pushed 
on slowly through high grass and 
stubborn briers, up and down hills and 
across narrow, twisting streams.

Tired and weary, they seemed to be 
labouring in vain. Finally one of them 
remarked to the deputy: “There’s a 
steep cliff over on the right. sort of 
hard to get to., but I think we can 
make it.”

“Let’s go,” Turpin said.
The posse pressed on to the heavily-

wooded cliff. a couple of men climbed 
down the precipitous slope and probed 
into the deep undergrowth. Finally 
they crawled back up the rock wall and 
joined the others. one member of the 
posse suggested calling the search off 
until dawn, but the others refused and 
pushed on.

It was just five minutes later that 
Deputy Turpin observed something 
that seemed like a tangible clue. It 
was a bush, partly broken down, as if 
someone had walked over it recently. 
Turpin hurried forward, looking 
closely for other similar signs. a faint 
trail led through the brush, up a 
small incline into a clearing where the 
ground was covered with pine straw. 
There the trail ended.

“Looks like another blind alley,” he 
remarked to Ray Ensley.

“Just a hog trail,” Ray suggested.
at that moment Turpin’s gaze 

chanced to rest on a pile of rocks 
partly concealed by thick bushes. 
It was similar to countless others 
scattered about the mountains, but 
Turpin was a woodsman. and to his 
keen eyes it was apparent that those 
rocks had been handled recently. “Let’s 
clear away this pile of rocks,” he urged 
tensely.

Underneath the rocks. they 
discovered the battered body of the 
missing girl. There was blood on her 
face and dark bruises showed on her 
throat. choked sobs and muffled cries 
came from the Ensley brothers, who 
were her kin. other members of the 
party looked on in grim silence.

“The sheriff is across the road with 
the other posse,” the deputy said. “one 
of you boys get him over here fast.”

Before the body was moved, coroner 
Howard Dills hastened out from 
Dillsboro and, with the assistance of 
Dr. Grover Wilkes, of sylva, made 
a brief examination. They reported 
that Lura Ellen Taylor had died of 
strangulation and that there was 

MURDER MONTH
May

Death of a devoted mum...
Rhoderie Estrada, 41, lived in 

East York, Toronto, canada, with her 
husband of 15 years Gerald aquintey 
and their three daughters, aged 14, 
12 and 10. Devoted to her family, she 
supported her husband in his ambition 
to own a Filipino restaurant. she loved 
her own job as a dialysis nurse at st. 
Joseph’s Health centre in Toronto. 

In 2018, work began on their beloved 
family home – a 
basement renovation. on 
May 25th, Mr. aquintey 
had been at work in his 
restaurant. at 9 p.m., he 
rang his wife who was 
known as Dherie who 
was watching a korean 
soap opera. after making 
sure her daughters were 
in bed, Mrs. Estrada 

retired at around 10 p.m. 
Mr. aquintey got home at 2 a.m. 

on May 26th and was surprised to see 
that the lights were still on. He rang his 
wife to come down and let him in but 
she did not respond to his call nor to 
the doorbell when he rang. He walked 
round to the side of the house and 
was puzzled to see the door was open. 
He could see dusty footprints leading 
upstairs and became fearful at what he 
would find. 

To his abject horror, he found his 
half-naked wife dead on the bed, her 
head beaten to a pulp and a bloodied 
crowbar at the bottom of the bed. He 
ran to his daughters’ bedrooms but they 
were safe. Realising that he could do 
nothing for his wife, he dialled 911 and 
told the operator, “Her teeth are falling 
out. There’s a lot of blood. she’s dead.” 

a doctor pronounced life extinct at 
2.30 a.m. an autopsy showed eight 
blows to the head had smashed every 
bone in Mrs. Estrada’s face and she had 
been sexually assaulted too. 

a few days later, police arrested 
Yostin Murillo, 22, and David Beak, 
23. Murillo had a long criminal record 
and was facing deportation to costa 
Rica. His fingerprint was found on 
the side-door and he had two mobile 
phones belonging to the family. 
Beak’s Dna was found on his body, 
proving he was the sexual assailant. 
as they came to trial they both denied 
culpability and pleaded not guilty to 
first-degree murder. 

In August 2021, after five days of 
jury deliberation, Murillo and Beak 
were found guilty of first-degree 
murder and sexual assault. They 
were both jailed for 25 years 
without parole minus time served, 
meaning that they would be behind 
bars for around 22 years.

Paul Donnelley’s

Rhoderie 

Estrada
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evidence of rape. They set the possible 
death time as somewhere between 
eight and nine o’clock that morning.

now that the mystery of what had 
happened to Lura Ellen was cleared 
up, a murderer had to be apprehended. 
and someone had to break the tragic 
news to other relatives. The sheriff and 
his deputy accompanied the Ensley 
brothers back to the house where the 
Robinsons anxiously waited. It was a 
sad, heartbreaking errand.

L
ater Middleton discussed the case 
privately with Lura Ellen’s uncle, 

albert Robinson. It seemed to him, the 
sheriff commented, that the murderer 
must be a resident of the community. 
He was beginning to suspect one 
person, but he wanted more evidence 
before making any accusations.

“Do you know,” the sheriff asked, 
“who will inherit your niece’s 
property?”

“I believe that Lura Ellen made a 
will leaving most of her possessions to 

her sister, Flora,” Robinson replied.
outside in the yard, the sheriff next 

had a private talk with Ray Ensley. 
“What kind of fellow is James Hall?” 
he asked.

Ensley started. “You don’t think he–”
“It’s a little early to accuse anyone. 

But I want to know more about Hall. 
apparently he doesn’t have much 
money – even built his house for a 
dollar.”

Ray Ensley looked thoughtful. “now 
that you ask me, sheriff, I’ll have to 
admit Hall has always been a hard 
fellow to figure.”

on being questioned further, Ray 
admitted that Hall had always seemed 
a little cool towards his sister-in-law 
Lura Ellen, apparently envious because 
she was relatively well off financially 
while he and Flora lived in poverty.

sheriff Middleton recalled that 
during his conversation with the 
young man earlier in the evening, 
Hall had mentioned a visit to his 
mother’s home in another part of the 

county for the past three days and 
that he had not arrived home until 
noon today. If this were true, Hall was 
not in the neighbourhood when the 
murder occurred. Deputy Turpin was 
dispatched to check on his story.

accompanied by the Ensley 
brothers, Middleton hurried to the 
Hall home. news of the murder had 
preceded him and he found Mrs. Hall 
in a hysterical condition. The sheriff 
studied Hall’s face in the harsh glow of 
the oil lamp. He saw a young man with 
an old-looking face, one that reflected 
bitter disappointment and frustration. 
His smooth manner of several hours 
earlier had vanished.

“Hall, what do you know about this 
slaying?” Middleton asked abruptly. 
Flora Hall lifted her head quickly, with 
sudden shock in her eyes.

“Is this a joke, sheriff?” Hall 
demanded. “This ain’t the time to be 
funny.”

The officer assured him it was no 
joke. Meanwhile, Ray Ensley was 
looking fixedly at Hall’s shirt. He 
turned to Middleton. “ask him what 
he did with the shirt he was wearing 
this afternoon.”

“This is the same one,” Hall 
retorted.

“Do you mind if we look around?” 
Middleton asked.

“Why should I? at the time you say 
the murder happened, I wasn’t even in 
the neighbourhood.”

an intensive search of the house was 
promptly undertaken. Beneath a bed, 
with some other soiled clothes, was 
found a white shirt with reddish stains 
on it. Hall readily admitted that it was 
his shirt. The stains, he asserted, came 
from a nosebleed he’d had earlier in 
the day.

Deputy Turpin arrived at the Hall 
home while the search was in progress. 
He had located several witnesses, he 
said, who would swear that Hall had 
left his mother’s home at about seven 
o’clock that morning. This would have 
given him sufficient time to reach the 

Lura Ellen wanted to leave town to 

avoid the advances of the man who 

would eventually kill her
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Next month: 1952 – a 
Nebraska axe-murderer 
goes to the chair...

forks before Lura Ellen arrived there. 
Under a 10-minute questioning Hall 
refused to make a statement. The 
sheriff then placed him under arrest.

some 30 minutes later Hall sat in 
the sheriff ’s office at sylva. around 
him were gathered sheriff Middleton, 
Deputy Turpin, two detectives from 
the state Bureau of Identification and 
Luther Taylor, Lura Ellen’s brother. 
Grief-stricken, Luther had hurried 
from the prison camp to assist in the 
investigation. When he entered the 
room and faced James Richard Hall his 
hand instinctively dropped towards his 
gun. Then he pulled himself together 
and turned away.

Hall paled as he saw Taylor struggle 
to control himself. In a rush of panic 
he cried, “I’m innocent!” But his voice 
shook and his poise deserted him. He 
kept protesting weakly that he had 
not committed the crime. “Everybody 
out that way is against me,” he cried. 
“always have been. now they want to 
put this on me!”

“Why don’t you tell us the truth?” 
the sheriff demanded, “We’ve found 
two witnesses who saw you leave that 
part of the woods near where the 
body was found late this afternoon. 
They thought you were feeding your 
hogs. Instead, you just went back to 
make sure the body of your victim was 
carefully concealed.”

“no! That isn’t true!”
But after an hour of protest and 

denials of guilt, Hall finally said, “all 
right, I did it. Get Luther Taylor out of 
here and I’ll tell you how it happened.”

“I’m not leaving this room,” the 
prison guard retorted.

“You’re in my custody and I’ll 
guarantee your safety,” Middleton 
assured the prisoner. “nobody’s going 
to harm you. now, tell your story.”

Hall sobbed out his confession in 
broken phrases. For a long time, he 
said, he’d coveted his wife’s attractive 
sister. He thought that if he could lure 
her into the woods some morning when 
she was on her way home from work he 
might force her to submit to him. But 
first he had to get his wife out of the 
house, in case anything went wrong. on 
the previous sunday he had persuaded 
Flora to spend several days at Lura 
Ellen’s while he visited his mother.

“This morning – Wednesday – I 
was waiting for Lura Ellen. soon she 
came along the road. When I made 
a proposal to her, she got mad and 
refused. Then I tried to force her into 
the woods. But she started to scream. I 
had to choke her to stop it.

“after she passed out, I dragged her 
out of sight. I attacked her. Then I saw 
that she was dead. I removed her watch 

and rings. Then I hauled the body back 
into the hills and buried it under the 
rocks. I hid the watch and rings in my 
back yard.”

asked if he had plotted to murder 
his sister-in-law so that his wife would 
inherit her property, Hall denied there 
had been any motive except his desire 
for Lura Ellen.

on october 9th, 1950, James 
Richard Hall went on trial for his life 
in the Jackson county superior court 
presided over by Judge J. Will Pless, Jr. 
The historic old courthouse in sylva 
was crowded. a grim-faced jury of 
mountaineers listened to the evidence 
assembled by the officers and brought in 
a verdict of guilty to first-degree murder.

On October 12th, 1950, Hall was 
sentenced to die. Later his case 
was appealed to the Supreme 
Court and the verdict was upheld. 
With no show of emotion, James 
Richard Hall walked to his death 
in the gas chamber at Central 
Prison in Raleigh on the chill 
morning of March 23rd, 1951.

A comparison of the clean shirt with 
the bloodstained one trapped the 

murderer

“I attacked her. Then I 
saw that she was dead. 

I removed her watch 
and rings. Then I hauled 
the body back into the 

hills and buried it under 
the rocks”

James 
Richard Hall 
under arrest. 
He alleged 
his only 
motive was 
desire for 
Lura Ellen



comforts. Baby can remain.” The 
eye-catcher for many a desperate girl 
was that last sentence, although no one 
ever explained to them quite what it 
meant.

So it was that when Ada Galley, a 
Finchley servant girl, fell pregnant, 
her first thoughts were of Claymore 
House. For a young servant in danger 
of losing her job through pregnancy the 
advertisement was a godsend. When 
Ada knocked on the door of Claymore 
House, Amelia Sach answered in person.

“The fee is three guineas during 
pregnancy and one guinea a week if the 
child remains,” Mrs. Sach said. “If you 
would like your child adopted, that’s 
another matter. The 
normal fee for that 
is £30.”

Ada caught her 
breath.” That’s much 
too much,” she said.

“Well, I’ll see 
what I can do. 
The child 
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she was his paying guest, one of them 
addressed to a Mrs. Sach in Finchley.

She only stayed at Harry’s east 
London house for a month, and then she 
was gone. Her new home was now in 
Islington, in north London, and now she 
had become “Mrs. Merith.”

 “I’m a midwife and nurse,” she told 
her new landlady, Mrs. Elizabeth Lowe. 
“But I can’t work for the moment. I was 
stung in the foot by a mosquito and my 
employers at Claymore House, a private 
nursing home in Finchley, told me to rest 
for a month.”

The landlady and her guest got on 
well together. They chatted a lot, during 

H
Arry MAnn, a bus 
conductor, always 
had doubts about 

his lodger, a woman in her 
mid-50s who called herself 

Mrs. Laming, and who took his 
guest-room in the late summer of 1902. 

“What do you do for a living?” he 
asked her once. Her reply, “nursing and 
adopting children,” seemed oddly out of 
sync with the way she lived. 

Harry had an acute memory. He 
recalled that she wrote two letters while 
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which time Mrs. Lowe learned that 
Claymore House was owned by a Mrs. 
Amelia Sach. “Ladies have their babies 
there and the little ones are then adopted 
by other ladies,” she mysteriously 
confided one day.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t like 
working there,” Mrs. Merith said. “I get 
all the dirty work, while Mrs. Sach makes 
a pile of money. I really want to work on 
my own as a private children’s nurse.”

All this made Elizabeth Lowe deeply 
suspicious. Like Harry Mann, she had 
excellent recall. What did her paying 
guest mean by ladies bringing babies to 
the home and other ladies taking them 
away? She confided her suspicions to her 
son, who went to Claymore House to 
find out more.

John Lowe was greeted at the door 
by 29-year-old Amelia Sach. “I don’t 
know anyone named Merith,” she told 
him. nor, it seemed, did any of her 
neighbours when he began inquiring. 
But one thing was sure – everyone knew 
about Claymore House. All Finchley 

seemed to know about the mysterious 
private nursing home and the way it 
looked after pregnant single women.

Those in the know included two 
young servant girls. They were Ada 
Galley and rosina Pardoe, and although 
they didn’t know each other they were 
both afflicted with the dreaded problem 
of their times – they were unmarried and 
pregnant.

Both women were familiar with the 
fame, or notoriety, of Claymore House 
because its bland but meaningful 
advertisements were everywhere to 
see: “Skilled nursing before and during 
accouchement,” they said. “Home 

CAP

Amelia Sach (left) kept Annie Walters (right) busy with a stream of letters and telegrams 
informing her about any new baby arrivals. Right, a bottle of chlorodyne. “Sometimes I give 

them gin to quiet them down, but the trick I use most is to give them chlorodyne,” said Annie Walters

Ada Galley – she visited Claymore 
House after becoming pregnant
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Amelia Sach and Annie 
Walters stand in the 

dock at the Old Bailey

would be adopted by a lady of very good 
position.”

Ada couldn’t afford to work and keep 
a baby. She had nowhere else to turn for 
help. After more discussion, she settled 
on an adoption fee of £25.

After a long and difficult labour 
she gave birth at Claymore House on 
Saturday november 15th, 1902, to a 
baby boy. She saw the child for only a 
second before it was whisked away.

When the second servant girl, 
rosina Pardoe, knocked on the door of 
Claymore House she was given much 
the same preamble. The same terms 
were agreed although, unlike Ada, she 

NURSES 
KILLED 
BABIES 
FOR CASH

“Mother’sLittleHelper”•TheBaby-FarmersAndTheDrugThatKeptTheirVictimsQuiet

Theyuseddrugs
andsmotheringto
murderchildren

whowerenot
wantedbytheir

singlemums.This
wasthesinister

worldofthebaby
farmersinBritain
120yearsago...

asked what the £30 fee was for.
“We don’t keep the money,” Mrs. Sach 

replied. 
“Then why should wealthy ladies want 

it?” rosina asked politely.
“It’s for the baby, for presents for the 

baby,” Mrs. Sach replied evasively. After 
a pause she added, “If I were you, I 
would consider adoption through us. you 
will need to make a set of good-quality 
baby clothes, or, if you can’t make them, 
we have sets that you can buy for three 
guineas.”

Poor rosina! She must have thought 
that the bills were flying in from 
everywhere. She agreed on adoption; she 

Case 
recalled by  

JAMES 
NEWBURY

Rosina Pardoe. Unable to keep 
her baby, she chose adoption



Mrs. Walters if she might nurse the child 
for a moment she was just as politely 
refused. The lodger never saw the baby 
again.

She did however see another baby. 
This one, a newly-born boy, also arrived 
from Claymore House after dark and 
stayed for a couple of days, and this 
one too was kept out of reach of the 
inquisitive woman lodger.

“All the time Mrs. Walters acted in 
a very agitated manner,” the woman 
lodger later recalled. “At one point the 
child was making a croaking noise. 
Mrs. Walters said it was because the 
mother had been frightened during her 
pregnancy by a dog. I never heard it 
make any other sounds after that.”

Later investigation was to reveal that 
the baby boy was Ada Galley’s child. The 
conclusion was that it was either dead 
when it arrived in Danbury Street or it 
was killed during its short stay there.

Mrs. Walters talked freely to Alice 
Seal, the policeman’s wife and her 
landlady, and her garrulous behaviour 
may have been her undoing. “All the 
babies I care for are very quiet,” she told 
Alice. “Sometimes I give them gin to 

quiet them down, 
but the trick I use 
most is to give them 
chlorodyne.” This 
was a mixture of 
laudanum, cannabis 
and chloroform. It 
was highly addictive 
and eventually made 
illegal.

She didn’t like 
working for Mrs. 
Sach at Claymore 
House, she went 
on. The work was 
hard, but evidently 
Mrs. Sach was 
doing well out of it 
because there were 
always “titled ladies” 
arriving and going 
off with babies.

Annie Walters’ 
stay at Danbury 
Street was regularly 
punctuated by a 
stream of telegrams 
and letters from 
Claymore House. 
Alice Seal was 
intrigued; she was 
convinced that her 

lodger was running some sort of baby 
business and fairly certain that it was 
criminal.

When the next baby arrived Alice 
picked it up first and warmed it by the 
fire. When Annie Walters came into the 
room she became agitated and said, 
“you haven’t undone the baby, have 
you?”

“I said no, of course not, but I knew 
then that she was up to something,” 
Alice said. She remembered that one 
morning Annie Walters left the house 
early carrying a bundle wrapped up in a 
shawl. Alice searched her room, and the 

would make the baby clothes herself, and 
her baby girl was born on Wednesday 
november 12th, three days before Ada 
Galley gave birth to her little boy.

rosina remembered that four days 
after she gave birth she heard someone 
say, “The lady has been to take away 
Ada Galley’s baby.” When she saw a 
doctor she too was told that her baby 
had been taken away. In both cases 
the fees were paid by the fathers of 
the babies, but their names were never 
revealed.

By now someone else had become 
interested in Claymore House. This was 
the police. Attracted by the gossip and 
those bland advertisements, they decided 
to raid the maternity home. They arrived 
in time to interview Ada and rosina. 
They also interviewed Dr. Alexander 
Wylie, who was used by Claymore 
House and who had delivered Ada’s and 
rosina’s babies.

“Tell us about the boy born to Ada 
Galley,” they asked him.

“It was a difficult birth, but 
nonetheless, the child was healthy,” the 
doctor replied. 

Methodically a policeman unwrapped 
a parcel in front of Dr. Wylie. Inside was 
a dead baby boy.

“Do you recognise this?” he was 
asked.

Startled and shaken, the doctor said, 
“The marks on the forehead were made 
by my forceps at the delivery. I think it 
must be Ada Galley’s child.”

replying to more questions, he 
said he was aware of another 
similar establishment in Stanley 
road, Finchley, with similar 
advertisements to those of 
Claymore House and also 
managed by Mrs. Sach.

now the police 
investigation began to 
widen considerably. Harry 
Mann and Mrs. Laming, 
and Elizabeth Lowe 
and Mrs. Merith, were 
traced and then, aware 
of what was happening, a 
police constable stepped 
forward to enhance the 
investigation still further.

He was PC Henry Seal, 
whose wife Alice took in 
lodgers at their home at 11 
Danbury Street, Islington. 
The latest arrival, he 
recalled, was a Mrs. Annie 
Walters, 54, a widow who 
had been a nurse at St. 
Thomas’s Hospital. Soon after 
her arrival in Danbury Street Mrs. 
Walters received a telegram that simply 
said, “Tonight, at five o’clock.” There 
was no name of the sender; on the back 
it said simply “From Claymore House.”

Annie Walters was nothing if not 
chatty. Apparently with nothing to hide, 
she breezily told Alice and Henry Seal 
that the message meant she was about 
to receive a baby and that it was her job 
to pass it on “to a lady in Piccadilly who 
was going to give £100 for it.” The job 

28

done, Mrs. Walters would receive 30 
shillings for her work.

At four o’clock Annie Walters left the 
policeman’s house, and at 6.30 she was 
back again carrying a baby girl. Harry 
and Alice Seal thought the child 
looked rosy-cheeked and healthy. 
“It’s a week old,” Annie Walters said 

and added mysteriously, 

“It’s going to be an heiress.”
She said nothing of its provenance, 

and possibly she knew nothing of 
it anyway. But it was in fact rosina 
Pardoe’s new-born child.

That night the baby slept in Mrs. 
Walters’ room. next morning another 
woman lodger saw the baby apparently 
asleep on the bed, covered in bedclothes. 
When the woman lodger politely asked 

Left, Amelia 
Sach and Annie 
Walters during 

their trial. 
Above, Ethel 
Jones who 

confronted Annie 
Walters in a 
coffee shop

The Finchley house as it is today 
where Amelia Sach once lived



baby had disappeared.
Investigators discovered that after 

leaving Danbury Street that morning 
Annie Walters went with her bundle to 
a coffee shop in Whitechapel, where she 
was served by an assistant named Ethel 
Jones.

“She ordered some refreshment and 
when she sat down part of the outer 
wrapping of the bundle she was carrying 
fell off and I saw a child,” said Ethel. “I 
was curious. I said, ‘What’s that you have 
there? Is it a doll?’ She said, ‘no, it’s a 
baby under chloroform.’

“I should like to see it wake up,” Ethel 
said cheerily.

“If it does that it will start screaming, 
and we don’t want that,” Annie Walters 
replied. “I’m a nurse and I know what 
I’m doing. I’ve just come from the 
hospital where the baby has had an 
operation for a double rupture.”

Ethel remembered: “The child’s face 
was very pale and it did not make any 
sound or any movement. I thought it was 
dead.” The child, it was later deduced, 
was rosina Pardoe’s. 

By now so much rumour and 
innuendo had reached the ears of 
Scotland yard that it was decided to 
mount a full-scale investigation into Mrs. 
Sach, Mrs. Walters, Claymore House and 
11 Danbury Street, under the command 
of Detective Inspector Andrew Kyd. 

drops in its bottle, the same as I take 
myself. I took the other baby back to 
Mrs. Sach.” She was taken to King’s 
Cross police station and charged with 
murder.

Later that day she asked to see 
Det-Insp Kyd, telling him: “Mrs. Sach 
knows where the other baby is. I took it 
back to her on Friday. I never murdered 
this one. I was going to give it back to 
her.”

When she was locked up in a police 
cell Inspector Kyd searched her room 
in Danbury Street and found a feeding 
bottle, a bottle of chlorodyne and a bottle 
containing carbolic. After that he went to 
Claymore House.

Feigning indifference Amelia Sach told 
him: “I don’t know any Mrs. Walters of 
Danbury Street. I am a trained nurse 
and I have never given her any babies.”

So what was her business about, 
she was asked? “I take in ladies to be 
confined. There is one in my house at 
present. She was confined last Saturday 

morning of a baby girl who is now with 
the mother.” She was referring to Ada 
Galley and of course her child was not 
there.

“Let me see her,” Kyd said.
Mrs. Sach had no option but to show 

him into Ada’s room. “Why, the baby 
is not here!’ she exclaimed theatrically. 
“It has been taken away! Can this be the 
work of that person you were talking 
about – that Mrs. Walters? Do you mean 
to say she has been doing away with 
babies?”

“I am charging you on suspicion of 
murder,” Kyd replied evenly. As Mrs. 
Sach was led away she continued to 
protest: “Murder? never! Do you really 
mean to say that these babies are dead, 
and that she has murdered them?”

Amelia Sach and Annie Walters 
appeared before Mr. Justice Darling 

at the Old Bailey on January 15th in the 
new year, 1903, and it was clear from 
the outset that the prosecution’s case was 
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To start, both premises were put under 
24-hour surveillance.

On Tuesday november 18th Detective 
Constable George Wright was on watch 
in Danbury Street when Annie Walters 
slipped out of the front door carrying a 
bundle. Wright followed her stealthily, 
by foot, by bus and by tube to South 
Kensington.

Deeply suspicious about the bundle 
she was carrying, Wright decided to 
question her.

“What are you carrying in that 
parcel?” he asked.

“It’s a baby. I’m taking it back to its 
owner, a Mrs. Sach.”

The officer asked her to undo the 
bundle. Inside was the dead body of 
a male baby. Its hands were tightly 
clenched, his lips were blue, and the right 
side of its face was discoloured.

“The child is dead,” DC Wright 
observed.

“I never killed it!” Annie Walters 
blurted out. “I only gave it two little 

The execution of Amelia Sach and Annie Walters takes place 
at Holloway Prison (left) on gallows built only a few months 
previously following the closure of Newgate Prison in 1902



F
reed to kill again...In August 
1975, Michael Smith began a 

relationship with Sheila Deakin after 
they met at a party in Stoke-on-Trent. 
He was 21 and she 18 and a single 
mother. He already had a reputation 
as a “bad boy,” having spent much of 
the previous 10 years in various penal 
institutions. 

On December 23rd, 1975, 
Miss Deakin went to pick up her 
two-year-old daughter from her 
mother’s nearby house and collect her 
dole money. When she was not back by 
early evening, Smith became furious. 
His mood was not helped by Miss 

Deakin who had 
begun going to pubs 
and clubs with a 
female friend. Smith 
began drinking cider 
as he waited for her, 
and went to bed 
when she failed to 
return. 

When Miss 
Deakin finally came 
back it was around 

midnight and she was with another 
man who told Smith to leave the flat 
and then punched him. The other man 
left and Smith tried to reason with 
his girlfriend. She taunted him, telling 
Smith that other men were better in 
bed than him. He lost his temper and 
strangled her. Then Smith stripped her 
corpse before covering her remains with 
a coat and putting a pillow under her 
head. He sat next to the body staring at 
her. 

The next day, Smith went to see his 
father to say that he and Miss Deakin 
had split up and he was feeling suicidal. 
He promised his father that he would 
not harm himself and left. When he 
did not go back to his parents’ house 
by 8 p.m., his father called the police 
who went to Smith’s home and found 
him sitting on the floor next to his 
girlfriend’s naked corpse. The gas taps 
were turned on. 

In April 1976, Smith went on trial 
at Stafford Crown Court before Mr. 
Justice Melford Stevenson (who had 
sentenced the Kray twins to life in 
prison). Smith pleaded not guilty to 
murder but guilty to manslaughter on 
the grounds of provocation. The jury 
of nine women and three men took 
two hours to find him guilty of murder. 
The judge jailed him for life, saying he 
would have to serve 10 years before he 
was eligible for parole. 

Thanks to various jail breaks, 
Smith was not let out of prison 
until 2005. On August 24th, 2006, 
he murdered a 35-year-old friend 
called Peter Summers. On May 
15th, 2007, Smith received his 
second life sentence.

MURDER MONTH
May

Michael Smith

lung which are even more indicative of 
suffocation.

“Ingestion of a drug such as opium 
will also cause asphyxia. Too much 
of the drug will choke the lungs and 
in babies the drug might also cause 
severe convulsions that could also cause 
asphyxia. noises coming from dying 
breaths are common in deaths caused by 
drugs.”

Two drops of chlorodyne would be 
fatal to a newly born baby but in very 
small amounts it could also be a sedative. 
It was also significant, the pathologist 
suggested, that Ada’s baby had not been 
fed for 12 hours before it died.

The jury deliberated for 40 minutes 
before deciding that both Annie Walters 
and Amelia Sach were guilty of murder. 
They added a recommendation for 
mercy “because they were women.” 
Even so, both were sentenced to death.

The prosecution’s case was 
evidentially weak but circumstantially 
strong, which might have been reason 
to consider a reprieve. But an internal 

Home Office 
inquiry thought 
that the two 
women were 
probably part of 
a large conspiracy 
to kill new-born 
babies for money, 
and Home 
Secretary Aretas 
Akers-Douglas 
decided they must 
hang.

The execution 
by chief 
executioner 
William Billington 
and his assistants 
– his brother 
John and Henry 

Pierrepoint – was 
held at 9 a.m. on 
Tuesday February 
3rd, 1903, at 

Holloway Prison, on gallows built only 
a few months previously following the 
closure of newgate Prison in 1902.

Later research suggests that Amelia 
Sach was 34 years old, and not 29, when 
she was executed, and that her maiden 
name was Thorne. When the police 
arrested Annie Walters they recorded 
her as “feeble-minded,” and a letter 
published in the People suggested that 
Walters was not her real name.

In a letter from the death cell Annie 
Walters said she had not killed any other 
baby except Ada Galley’s – “as for doing 
any other I have not.”

In 1971 the bodies of the two women 
were exhumed, along with two other 
women executed at Holloway, and 
re-buried at Brookwood Cemetery in 
Surrey. Mrs. Sach and Mrs. Walters are 
buried in the same grave.

In 1926 adoption was formally 
regulated in England and Wales. 
Northern Ireland followed suit 
in 1929; Scotland in 1930 and the 
Republic of Ireland in 1952.

weak. There was no evidence that either 
of the two women admitted killing the 
babies.

PC Joseph nespa, who was on duty 
at King’s Cross police station, told the 
court that while in custody Annie Walters 
had told him that the baby that was the 
subject of her arrest was very fractious. 

“Mrs. Seal (her landlady at Danbury 
Street) knows that. When she saw the 
baby that morning she heard it bark like 
a dog. It was so cross I put two drops in 
its milk and when I woke up in the night 
I found the child dead.

“As for killing the baby I never did. 
When I saw the baby dead I wanted to 
drown myself and I would have if the 
inspector hadn’t stopped me. I intended 
with what bit of money I had to wander 
around in the dark and end myself. 
Wherever I go now I shake, and I shall 
shake until I drop.”

She had taken babies from Amelia 
Sach on several occasions, she said, and 
she received telegrams from Mrs. Sach 
alerting her when to take a baby and 
when to take it 
back, usually after 
about three days. 
Why, she wasn’t 
sure, “but I can 
see now I have 
been a foolish 
woman.”

The 
prosecution’s 
case was that 
Amelia Sach and 
Annie Walters 
were professional 
criminals known 
as “baby farmers,” 
that they took 
money from 
pregnant, single 
young women 
who had nowhere 
to go during their 
confinement and 
either sold the 
babies on for adoption or murdered 
them.

A clerk employed by the People 
newspaper, Conrad Lambert, told 
the court that from May 1901 the 
newspaper had regularly published an 
advertisement from Mrs. Sach who 
at that time gave an address in Wood 
Green. In June she changed her address 
to Claymore House and gave her name 
as “Thorne.”

Pathologist Augustus Pepper had 
no doubt that Amy Galley’s baby 
and rosina Pardoe’s baby had been 
murdered. He told the court that Amy’s 
baby had no internal injuries and was 
very healthy. “It was smothered,” he 
said. “Its hands and toes were tightly 
clenched, the larynx was considerably 
congested and there was congestion of 
all the organs of the body, including the 
membranes of the brain.

“These are indications of death 
from asphyxia and suffocation. In 
addition there were some small spots 
of haemorrhage on the surface of the 
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Amelia Sach and Annie Walters. It 
was clear from the outset that the 

prosecution’s case was weak
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A 
Salford carter, a Hanley fish 
salesman, a Bradford ex-
army officer and a Liverpool 

seaman all went to Strangeways 
Prison’s gallows in the early 1920s. 
Starting with the 52nd hanging at 
this Manchester gaol, we continue 
our series chronicling each 
Strangeways execution...

52
A “NASTY CHARACTER”

As a young officer, Frederick 
Rothwell Holt was invalided out of 
the army suffering from shell-shock 
after surviving some of 
the fiercest First World 
War battles in France. 
Back in England, he met 
and began a relationship 
with Kitty Breaks, 25, 

When John Ellis (left) 
reached the end of his 
career as a hangman, 
one of his successors 

was William Willis 
(below). Together they 

hanged Frederick 
Holt (above), callous 
killer of Kitty Breaks 

(right)

who was living apart from her husband.
In May 1919 he tried to insure her 

life for £10,000, naming himself as 
beneficiary, but his application was 
rejected because he had no insurable 
interest in Kitty, being neither married 
nor related to her. Five months later 
he found a way round this, paying 

the premiums for Kitty to insure her 
life for £5,000, and persuading her to 
make a will leaving him everything.

On December 17th she signed 
the will, and on Christmas Eve her 
body was found in the sandhills at 
St. Anne’s, near Blackpool. She had 
been shot three times, and a search 
of the area recovered her handbag 
containing letters to Holt, and a 
revolver which was traced to him.

He was arrested and charged with 
murder and at his trial his counsel 
sought a verdict of guilty but insane, 
submitting that Holt was unfit to 
plead. But the prosecutor argued 
that Holt knew precisely what he 
was doing in killing Kitty for her life 
insurance.

Convicted and sentenced to 
death, he was described as “a 
nasty character” by John Ellis, who 

hanged him on April 13th, 1920.
“He was disliked equally by the 

officials and his fellow-prisoners at 
Strangeways,” Ellis recalled. “‘We’ll 
have trouble with this man in the 
morning,’ the governor told me when I 
arrived at the prison.

“I mentioned my universal panacea, 



At his trial for murder Aldred’s 
defence of insanity was rejected, and 
on June 22nd, 1920, he was hanged by 
John Ellis.

54
A MYSTERY LETTER

As the prison bell tolled on December 
31st, 1920, marking John Ellis’s 
execution of another killer, a postman 
approached the gaol’s mailbox with a 
bundle of letters.

“Who are they tolling the bell for?” 
he asked a man in the small crowd at 
the prison’s gates.

“A chap named Colclough,” the man 
replied.

“Colclough?” the postman said, 
checking the mail in his hand. “I’ve an 
express letter for him from Whitehall.”

“Dramatic Incident at Execution,” 
said an evening newspaper’s headlines. 

“Express 
Letter for 
Doomed 
Man...Just 
Too Late...
Colclough 
Pays 
Penalty at 
Strangeways 
Today.”

Charles 
Colclough, 
a 45-year-old 
fish salesman 
from 
Hanley, in 
Staffordshire, 
was married 

but separated. In July 1920 he had 
eloped with Annie Shenton, who was 
also married but separated, and they 
had set up home together – happily, 
Colclough thought, until October 30th 
when Annie suddenly returned to her 
husband.

Early the next morning Colclough 
had gone to her home in Durham 
Street, Hanley. Letting himself in, 
he shouted for Annie’s 40-year-old 
husband George to come downstairs. 
So Mr. Shenton left his bed, got 

a stiff dose of brandy, but I was told 
that Holt had already said he wanted 
nothing like that. He had begun causing 
problems from the moment when he 
came back to Strangeways after his 
trial, at which it had been suggested 
that he was insane. I asked a warder 
about this. ‘Mad?’ he said. ‘He isn’t 
mad. He’s done nothing but complain 
ever since he’s been in here. We’ll all be 
glad when it’s all over.’”

“Is this necessary?” Holt snapped 
when Ellis went to pinion him. Told 
that it was, the six-foot prisoner 
clenched his fists as if to resist, but 
then submitted.

“When he got to the edge of the 
trap-doors,” Ellis recalled, “he stopped 
and I thought he might go berserk. The 
officers round about grew more tense, 
seeming to sense trouble. My assistant 
William Willis gave Holt a gentle but 
firm push forward, and now that he 
was within reach I whipped out the 
white cap and made to put it over his 
head. He opened his mouth to speak, 
and thinking that he might at last have 
seen the need for repentance, I paused 
for a fraction of a second. I was quite 
wrong about his intention. ‘You are not 
going to put that on!’ he shouted at me.

“‘Oh, yes, I must,’ I replied, suiting 
the action to the words, although I had 
to stand on my toes to get it on to his 
head that towered so far above mine. 
Then on went the noose, and I darted 
to the lever before Holt could make any 
further protest.”
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A FATAL VISIT

“Murder! Come quickly!” a young girl 
shouted as she dashed out of a house 
in Manchester Road, Clifton. Several 
miners were at a nearby bus stop that 
morning of February 16th, 1920, and 
they ran across the street and into the 
house.

In the kitchen doorway they found 
Ida Prescott, a 44-year-old widow, lying 
on the floor with a gaping wound in 
her throat. As if spellbound, William 
Aldred, a 54-year-old mill-worker, 
stood over her, blood dripping from a 
razor in his hand.

“What have you done?” one of 
the miners shouted, but Aldred was 
too dazed to respond. He just stood 
trembling until a policeman arrived and 
took him into custody.

It transpired that Aldred was Mrs. 
Prescott’s would-be lover, and he killed 
her because his advances were rejected, 
saying that if he couldn’t have Ida, 
nobody else would.

Her daughter said that her mother 
had taken the day off from the mill 
where she and Aldred both worked. 
It was shortly before 10 a.m. when he 
called and asked her to go for a walk 
with him, but Ida refused. Moments 
later, he followed her into the kitchen, 
and the daughter said she heard them 
quarrelling. Then she heard a moan, 
and her mother staggered out and 
collapsed, holding her throat.

dressed and followed his wife down the 
stairs to face her lover.

In the struggle that ensued, Annie 
later testified, Colclough produced 
a razor and cut her husband’s throat 
twice.

At his trial for George Shenton’s 
murder, Colclough’s claim that he 
acted in self-defence was rejected by 
the jury and he was sentenced to death.

The contents of the express letter 
were never divulged, and it was 
speculated that a reprieve had arrived 
too late. But this was unlikely, for such 
a missive would have been addressed 
not to the condemned man but to the 
prison governor.

55
“SHE WAS A ROTTER TO ME”

As a 31-year-old pregnant bride, 
Christina Smith devoted her wedding 
night in 1913 to bragging to her 
husband about her numerous affairs. 
She’d had plenty of other men, she told 
him, and she wouldn’t be satisfied by 
just him. He left her the next morning, 
and when her daughter was born she 
moved alone into a house he rented 
for her in Ripon Road, Blackpool. He 
was seeking a divorce, he told her, 
and she tauntingly invited him to take 
his pick from her lovers to cite as co-
respondent.

She seemed to be sexually insatiable, 
and in 1918 she was joined in her 
Blackpool home by Frederick 
Quarmby, a 43-year-old Yorkshireman 
with whom she had a turbulent 
relationship. They had row after row 
over what he called her “roving eye”, 
and in the autumn of 1920 he finally 
moved out, accusing her of having 
another lover.

But Christina had not seen the last 
of him. On the evening of December 
3rd they went on a pub-crawl together, 
returning to the house in Ripon Road. 
They were having sex when Quarmby 
suddenly produced a knife and began 
stabbing her, before cutting her throat. 
When her screams ended with a gurgle 
he went out, told a neighbour what he 
had done, and awaited the police. “She 
was a rotter to me,” he said, as if that 
explained everything.

At his trial his counsel claimed that 

George Shenton. His throat was cut by 
his wife’s lover

Charles Colclough. 
Did he miss out on a 

reprieve?
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Quarmby was insane and had acted 
on an irresistible impulse. A police 
inspector said he had never seen a man 
so pleased with what he had done and 
with the way he had done it.

“Would you say this was the work of 
a maniac?” a police surgeon was asked.

“I cannot accept that view,” he 
replied. “It seemed to be the sort of 
spirit of the soldiers going over the top 
when they saw red.”

Convicted of murder and sentenced 
to death, the killer was hanged by John 
Ellis on April 5th, 1921.

56
A WORM TURNS

Thomas Wilson, 43, was a seaman 
and whenever his ship docked at 
Liverpool he lodged in Newby Street, 

Walton, at the home of Olive Jackson, a 
44-year-old mother of three.

As something more than an old 
friend, he had become accustomed 
to sharing Olive’s bed. But in recent 
years he had been supplanted in her 
affections by another man, George 
Duff, who moved in with her.

Wilson nevertheless continued to 
stay in the house during his leaves, 
but the changed situation made him 
increasingly jealous, and on the night 
of April 9th, 1921, his frustration led to 
a quarrel, Olive telling him to find new 
lodgings.

“I won’t ever marry a worm like 
you!” she told him angrily. And she 
wouldn’t marry anyone else either, 
Wilson decided, shooting her dead in 
the street.

A fortnight later his trial for murder 
ended with his conviction, and on May 
24th, 1921, Wilson was hanged by John 
Ellis.

57
AN UNFLAPPABLE PRISONER

“One of the most callous brutes I’ve 
ever met in my career,” was how John 

Ellis described Hiram Thompson, 
a 52-year-old labourer who on April 
25th, 1922, cut his wife’s throat as she 
ironed clothes at the couple’s home in 
Bamber Bridge, near Preston.

“He even boasted about it, sneeringly 
stood with his arms folded while he 
was sentenced to death, and was totally 
indifferent to his fate when I took him 
to the scaffold,” Ellis recalled.

The jury had rejected Thompson’s 
claim that his wife Ellen had attacked 
him with her flatiron, and when asked 
if he wanted to appeal he had replied, 
“It’s not worth it.”

Ellis recalled that on May 30th, 1922, 
“when I went in to pinion him, this 
man, from whom the governor had 
rather feared trouble, sat there calmly 
smoking his pipe and looking perfectly 
happy and contented. As he walked out 
smartly to the scaffold he called out a 
cheery ‘Good morning’ to the prison 
officers.

“Afterwards I was told that he slept 
so well on his last night that he had 
to be shaken awake at 6 a.m. And 
then he actually grumbled because he 
hadn’t been wakened earlier, and told 
the officers that he had slept better in 
prison than he ever did at home.”

58
“MY WIFE IS NOT A PROSTITUTE!”

When George Frederick Edisbury 
told his sister he had killed his landlady, 
he was so drunk that she didn’t believe 
him...until police arrived and arrested 
him.

He was a 44-year-old housepainter, 
and for several months he and Annie 
Grimshaw had been living together as 
man and wife at 64, Higher Cambridge 
Street, Chorlton-on-Medlock, 
Manchester.

Both drank heavily, and their 
50-year-old landlady Mrs. Winifred 
Drinkwater made no secret of her 
disapproval. She suspected that Annie 
was walking the streets, that Edisbury 
was living off 
her earnings, 
and that the 
pair were 
fraudulently 
claiming 
a married 
couple’s 
pension.

During the 
afternoon 
of July 29th, 
1922, Mrs. 
Drinkwater 
made slighting 
remarks to 
Edisbury, 
and several 
beers later he 
confronted her.

“My wife 
is not a 
prostitute!” he 
shouted. “You 
have wanted 
me out for 
some time, but 
I will see you out first!” And with that 
he attacked Mrs. Drinkwater with his 
razor.

“I found my wife lying on the 
pavement, bleeding from a throat 

George Edisbury. 
Drunkard’s nemesis 
was Mrs. Drinkwater

Frederick Quarmby (left) stabbed 
Christina Smith (below) to death 

– while they were having sex

Thomas Wilson. Rejected by his lover, 
he shot her dead in the street

The record of Hiram Thompson’s hanging. On the morning of his execution he 
grumbled because he hadn’t been woken earlier
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wound,” her husband testified at the 
inquest. “I raised her head, and she died 
in my arms.”

Edisbury fled first to his brother’s 
home in Moss Side, and then to his 
sister’s in Rusholme, where the police 
found him.

He had no recollection of what 
happened, he claimed at his trial 
for murder, his counsel seeking a 
manslaughter verdict on the ground that 
at the time of the crime Edisbury was 
too drunk to form any intent.

But the killer was found guilty as 
charged, and John Ellis hanged him on 
January 3rd, 1923.

59
“SHE’S BEEN ON AT ME ALL WEEK”

He should have tied a brick round his 
neck, he was such a strong swimmer, 
50-year-old George Perry drunkenly 
told the men who fished him from a 

Northenden Junction. At the far right of this picture is the signal-box from which 
fatally wounded Percy Sharpe (bottom) was spotted. Below, his killer in court
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canal on Boxing Day, 1922.
An unemployed bicycle-maker, he 

had been lodging nearby with his 
brother and sister-in-law, Edwin and 
Emma Perry, at their home in Spencer 

Street, Burslem, Staffordshire.
Shortly before he was discovered by 

a boatman in the canal, Emma Perry, 
48, had been found slumped in a pool 
of blood in an armchair in her kitchen. 
Her throat had been slashed and, 
when questioned, George Perry readily 
admitted the killing. “She’s been on at 
me all week,” he said.JUNE ISSUE 
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His defence at his trial was that he 
had been too drunk to know what he 
was doing. But Emma’s daughter told 
the court that a few hours before the 
murder Perry had said there would 
soon be “a hanging before 8 o’clock.”

And there was: his own, on March 
28th, 1923, with John Ellis officiating.

60
LURED INTO WOODS

From his signal-box at Manchester’s 
Northenden Junction, on September 
4th, 1923, a railwayman was shocked 
to see a boy stagger from a nearby 
wood, naked from the waist down, with 
blood pouring from a wound in his 
chest.

“A man has stabbed me,” 
14-year-old Percy Sharpe 
told the signalman and a 
platelayer who ran to help 
him. He said he had gone to 

a juvenile labour exchange 
to seek work, when a man 
loitering nearby lured him 
to Northenden with the 
promise of helping him to 
obtain employment there. On 
arrival the man bought him 
ginger beer and took him into 
the wood, stabbing him when he 
resisted the man’s attempts to have 
sex.

The boy died in hospital from his 
injuries the following morning, and 
although a knife believed to be the 
murder weapon was found the next 
day, four months passed before the 
killer was snared.

Shortly after Christmas the police 
began to receive complaints from 
parents that young boys were being 
menaced in Alexandra Park, Whalley 
Range, by a man administering 
corporal punishment to any he caught 
cycling or smoking. On January 4th a 
constable spotted him chasing a group 
of boys, and arrested him.

The man identified himself 
as Francis Wilson Booker, 
a 28-year-old unemployed 
warehouseman, and a search of his 
pockets produced five notebooks 
detailing the punishments he had given 
youngsters in the last few months. 
Percy Sharpe’s diary and trousers were 
then found in a suitcase at Booker’s 
lodgings, and the suspect was charged 
with the boy’s murder.

Pleading not guilty at his trial, 
he claimed he had found the 
incriminating items in a parcel and 
been too scared to take them to the 
police. The jury didn’t believe him, and 
his subsequent appeal was dismissed 
when further evidence revealed him to 
be a paedophile.

It had also emerged that Percy had 
been desperate to find work because 
his father had been laid off due to 

rheumatic fever. “There is no 
doubt,” a neighbour said, “that 

the kid regarded the financial position 
of the family as being in some way 
down to him, because he was the 
eldest of the four children. He took his 
responsibilities very seriously indeed.”

John Ellis had now retired, and his 
long-time assistant William Willis 
hanged Booker on April 8th, 1924, 
assisted by Robert Baxter.

61
“A MOST ATROCIOUS CRIME”

On the afternoon of June 10th, 1924, 
five-year-old Norman Pinchin was 
playing with his little pal Eric Wilson 
in Salford’s Peel Park. Both had been 
told not to talk to strangers, but when 
a man approached them, offering to 
buy them ice cream and to take them 
to see something he had found in the 
nearby canal, their curiosity got the 
better of them. As they left the park, 
the man gave Eric fourpence to go 
and buy the ices, and when the boy 
returned with them Norman and the 
man had vanished.

Shortly afterwards Harry Barnes, a 
labourer at a timber yard overlooking 
the canal, was horrified to see a man 
throw a little boy into the water and 
then walk on. 

Barnes ran to the spot, but could see 
no sign of the boy. The man who had 
thrown the child into the canal was 
still in view, however. He was walking 
away along the towpath, so Barnes ran 
after him. As he caught up with him 
he spotted two policemen and told 

them what he had just seen, pointing 
out the man.

Denying having been with any boy, 
the man was taken to Salford police 
station where he was identified as John 
Charles Horner, a 23-year-old carter 
with a criminal record. The canal was 
dragged while he was detained for 
questioning, and an hour later Norman 
Pinchin’s body was found.

A post-mortem established that he 
had been violently sodomised, and 
on an identity parade Horner was 
quickly picked out by eight-year-old 
Eric Wilson, and by other witnesses 
who had seen him by the canal with 
Norman.

There were fears that he might 
be lynched, as feelings against him 
were so strong, and at his remand 
hearing he was given extra police 
protection. His trial for murder 
ended with his conviction, Mr. 
Justice Talbot sentencing him 
to death for “a most atrocious 
crime;” and on August 13th, 1924, 
Horner was hanged by William 
Willis, who in London the previous 
day had executed the French 
poisoner Jean Pierre Vaquier.

NEXT MONTH: In the Lake 
District, a Chinese couple’s 

honeymoon ends with murder, 
and in Bolton a one-legged night-

watchman makes three suicide 
attempts before he goes to  

the gallows

Little Norman Pinchen 
– and the letter denying 

his killer’s appeal against  
the death sentence
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P
ERHAPS OUT of pride, 
provincial police forces are 
sometimes loath to call in 

Scotland Yard. But two murders on 
the same day, within 200 yards of each 
other, were one slaying too many for 
Northumberland County CID. The 
Yard’s assistance was requested, and 
two detectives set out from London. 

Their destination was Gosforth, a 
northern suburb of Newcastle upon 
Tyne. The fate of Mrs. Linda Violet 
Ash was the reason for their journey. 

Case recalled by  
Matthew Spicer

TWO MURDERS 
ON THE SAME DAY

asked him to accept her offer or 
leave. Stokes asked what gardening 
equipment she had. As the elderly 

woman knelt and rummaged in a 
cupboard he saw a hammer and 
grabbed it, beating her on the head 
with it until she collapsed unconscious. 

He then searched a bedroom 
upstairs, took Mrs. Ash’s purse from 
the kitchen table, and left leaving the 
back door open behind him. It was 
this which caught the attention of a 
neighbour who became concerned and 
called the police. 

At 3.30 p.m. a constable entered the 
kitchen, saw Mrs. Ash on the floor 
and phoned for an ambulance as she 
was still alive. Rushed to hospital, she 
was too ill to help detectives, and she 
died the next day. She had become 
the victim of what a police spokesman 
described as one of the most savage 

The 75-year-old widow lived 
in Marlborough Avenue in the 
comfortable home which she and her 
husband had run as a boarding-house. 
She still had three tenants although she 
had retired, and one of her pleasures 
was her garden, where she was looking 
forward to spending time in the 
summer. 

As spring approached in March 
1958, however, she realised that 
tending the garden at her advanced age 
was becoming too much for her. She 
needed a gardener, so she advertised for 
one at her local newsagent’s. The sole 
response was from someone who would 
kill her. 

On Monday, April 14th, a short, 
stocky middle-aged man was looking 
for work in Gosforth. Frank Stokes, 
44, had been made redundant from his 
job as a hotel porter in Leeds and had 
headed north-east seeking employment. 
During his working life of 30 years he 
had done many labouring jobs, and he 
had also turned his hand to gardening, 
so the advertisement at the Gosforth 
newsagent’s appealed to him. 

He made his way to Marlborough 
Avenue without delay, rang Mrs. Ash’s 
doorbell and was shown the garden. 
When the two returned to the house, 
however, there was an altercation in the 
kitchen about how much he was to be 
paid. Mrs. Ash offered him 3s. 6d. an 
hour, but he wanted fourpence more. 

He raised his voice and Mrs. Ash 

GOSFORTH HORROR: 

Gosforth in the 1950s 
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The fatal note offering the 
gardening job that led the killer 
to his victim at 41 Marlborough 

Avenue, Gosforth

murders in Northumberland for some 
years. 

Meanwhile, within hours of the 
attack on Mrs. Ash, another woman 
had been slain less than a quarter 
of a mile away on the Monday 
evening. The strain this put on 
Northumberland CID’s resources 
prompted the county’s chief constable 
to seek Scotland Yard’s assistance. 

The two killings, however, were 
unconnected. In the second, Joseph 
Rogerson was charged with the murder 
of his wife, but at his trial his plea of 
guilty to manslaughter was accepted. 

Detective Superintendent Leslie 
Davies and Detective Sergeant Sydney 
Gentle arrived from London in the 
early hours of April 15th. Local 
officers awaiting them had meanwhile 
searched 41 Marlborough Avenue 
and its garden, but the motive for 
the murder was unclear. Although 
a bedroom appeared to have been 
searched and a suitcase and a box 
had been opened, there had been no 
general ransacking, and Mrs. Ash was 
not known to have kept much cash in 
the house. 

One of her tenants, however, told 
Davies that she couldn’t find the 
landlady’s purse, which was normally 
kept on the kitchen table and usually 
contained about £2. 

Thanks to a detailed description 
of Stokes provided by the newsagent 
whose shop had displayed Mrs. Ash’s 
advertisement, Superintendent Davies 
soon had a lead. It transpired that 
Stokes had also asked three people 
the way to Marlborough Avenue – 
including one of Mrs. Ash’s tenants! 

His description was broadcast 
nationwide on television, and witnesses 
came forward to say they had seen a 
man of similar appearance trying to 
hitch a lift on the A697, a major road 
from Newcastle to Scotland. 

Then on Wednesday the owner 
of a fire-clay business in Dalkeith, 
near Edinburgh, told the police of 
a lift given by one of his drivers to 
a man who answered the suspect’s 

description. The driver said he had 
stopped because he thought the man 
was a lorry-driver whose vehicle had 
broken down. 

The man had asked him for a 
cigarette, saying he was a gardener 
looking for work. Dropping him off at 
Haddington, near Dalkeith, the driver 
had been suspicious. 

The police were also told of a 
man fitting the suspect’s description 
who had been living in Newcastle 
and had not been seen for several 
days. Detective Superintendent John 
Patterson, head of Northumberland 
County CID, went to the district to 
investigate. 

Also on the Wednesday, a 53-year- 
old Newcastle slaughterman had 
committed suicide by gassing himself. 
“There might be a link between the 
man’s death and the murder of the 
widow,’’ Superintendent Patterson told 
reporters. 

Photographs were taken of the dead 
man a few hours before his burial, and 
these were shown to four witnesses 
who had seen the suspect. They did 
not think the deceased slaughterman 
was the man they had seen, and 
Superintendent Davies noted that, 
whereas the suspect was said to have a 
Yorkshire accent, the slaughterman had 
always lived in Newcastle. 

The next development came on April 
25th when Frank Stokes walked into 
London’s Cannon Row police station – 
within the precincts of Scotland Yard – 
to say he might be able to help officers 
with their inquiries. Detectives took 
one look at him and arrested him on 
suspicion of murder. His clothes were 
taken to the Yard’s forensic laboratory 
and, on being informed of his arrest, 
Superintendent Davies and Sergeant 
Gentle set out at 4 a.m. to return to 
London...a journey that was to take 
them 10 hours. 

Glass shard cost thief a £5 bet 
– and his life...On Friday, May 

4th, 1962, Stephanie Howarth was 
sent to the sweetshop on the corner of 
Hulme Hall Lane and Iron Street, in 
Miles Platting, Ancoats, Manchester. 
She found the shopkeeper, Isabella 
Cross, 57, lying dead in a pool of blood, 
lemonade, dandelion and burdock and 
broken glass. Stephanie rushed home to 
tell her father, who called the police. 

There were five bottle tops around 
Mrs. Cross’s body, indicating that she 
had been beaten with five separate 
bottles. The till was empty – the 

afternoon’s takings 
(around £6) had 
been taken from 
the cash register 
and police found a 
bloody fingerprint 
on a shard of 
glass. It seemed 
that Stephanie 
had disturbed an 
intruder. Police 
also found a set of 
fingerprints on the 
door that led to the 
Crosses’ home. An 
examination showed 

they did not belong to either Mr. or 
Mrs. Cross. 

Luckily for the investigation, the door 
had been painted only three days earlier 
by Mr. Cross who had been careful not 
to make any marks. It was sent to police 
headquarters in Preston where it was 
examined. 

The fingerprints were found to 
belong to 26-year-old Scots petty 
criminal James Smith, a father-
of-two. He lived in the Beswick area 
of Manchester, about a mile from the 
shop, and worked in an engineering 
factory in Failsworth. When the police 
searched his house, they found a shard 
of glass that matched a broken bottle in 
the shop. 

Smith was arrested and said to the 
arresting officer, Detective Inspector 
Butcher: “I bet you a fiver I don’t hang 
for this.” Butcher replied: “You’re on, 
mate.” 

Smith went on trial at Liverpool 
Crown Court on October 17th, 1962, 
and pleaded not guilty to the murder. 
Smith was defended by Godfrey 
Helpern while Glynn Burrell led the 
prosecution. The trial lasted three days, 
the jury taking little time to find Smith 
guilty, and Mr. Justice Stable sentenced 
him to death. 

At 8 a.m. on Wednesday, 
November 28th, 1962, James Smith 
lost his £5 bet with DI Butcher 
when Harry Allen hanged him 
at Strangeways, Manchester. 
Smith was the second-to-last man 
executed in Manchester and the 
sixth-to-last hanged in Britain.

MURDER MONTH
May

Lost his bet: 

James Smith
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said that the fact that a theft took 
place would not by itself prove capital 
murder. For that a premeditated intent 
to steal would have to be shown. 

When the Bill became law 
Manningham-Buller was no longer 
Attorney-General, but he said at the 
time that if it could be shown that a 
thought of stealing were present even 
for only seconds before a killing, then 

After interviewing the suspect, they 
took him back to Gosforth to appear 
on an identity parade. The witnesses 
picked him out as the man who had 
asked the way to Marlborough Avenue, 
and on the evening of April 26th he 
was charged with Mrs. Ash’s murder. 

In a statement Stokes denied that 

theft had been his 
motive. He said he 
had found Mrs. Ash’s 
purse in the street, 
and he did not know 
why he had killed 
her. He had simply 
lost his head. 

Following a brief 
appearance at 

Newcastle County 
Magistrates’ Court, 
Stokes continued to 
deny that he had gone to 

Marlborough Avenue with 
the intention of stealing. The point 
was crucial. Under the new Homicide 
Act (1957), if intent to steal could be 
shown, he would be guilty of capital 
murder. 

When the Homicide Bill was debated 
by Parliament in late 1956 and early 
1957, the then Attorney-General, Sir 
Reginald Manningham-Buller, had 

Police toyed with the idea that there might 
be a link between the murder of Mrs. Ash 

and the suicide of the slaughterman in 
Newcastle. But there was no substance to it 

that would suffice for premeditation. 
So even if Stokes had gone to Mrs. 

Ash’s home with no intention of 
stealing, if such a thought had occurred 
to him after he entered the house, and 
before he struck the victim, he could 
face the death penalty. 

He was not charged with capital 
murder in the furtherance of theft until 
June 2nd. He still denied he had killed 
with intent to steal, but Superintendent 
Davies believed that the stolen purse 
was enough to hang him. 

Pleading not guilty to capital murder, 
but admitting non-capital murder, 

Frank Stokes appeared before Mr. 
Justice Edmund Davies at Leeds 
Assizes on July 23rd. 

The prosecution’s case was that Mrs. 
Ash kept as much as £10 or £15 at 
home. Responding to her advertisement 
for a jobbing gardener, Stokes had 
seen her purse on the kitchen table. To 
distract her he had used the pretext of 
wanting to see her gardening tools, and 
on seeing a hammer hanging in her 
cupboard he had repeatedly struck her. 

For the defence, Mr. J. S. Waller QC 
claimed that Stokes had delivered the 

A letter informing the 
commissioners that the services of 
a chaplain had been obtained for 

the benefit of Stokes, Prisoner 7418. 
His executioner gave him a drop of 
6’ 11” and he was buried at Durham 

Prison in grave 33, at a depth of  
7’ 0”. He was also the second 

prisoner to be buried in that plot



39

blows in anger, overcome by a sudden 
and uncontrollable impulse after Mrs. 
Ash had rejected his request for what 
he considered to be a reasonable wage. 

In his summing-up, which lasted 
100 minutes, the judge 
told the jury that there was 
no doubt that Stokes had 
killed Mrs. Ash, but was it 
capital murder? For that the 
prosecution had to prove that 
the killing was committed in 
the course or furtherance of 
theft. 

Warning the jury not to 
be prejudiced by the heinous 
nature of the crime, Mr. 
Justice Davies told them: 
“You must not say that the 
accused on this showing is a human 
monster and the sooner he leaves this 
land the better for society. That would 
be a wholly unwarrantable approach.’’ 

But if the jury were conclusively 

satisfied that Stokes had gone to Mrs. 
Ash’s home to steal, and had then 
stolen from the house, they might 
think that a verdict of capital murder 
was proper, the judge concluded. 

After retiring for only 
15 minutes, the all-male 
jury returned to find Frank 
Stokes guilty of capital 
murder. 

Appearing unmoved as 
he was sentenced to death, 
Stokes was told by the 
judge: “You murdered Mrs. 
Ash in circumstances of the 
most brutal inhumanity, 
as your own evidence 
shows. The jury have 
further found that murder 

was committed in the course or 
furtherance of theft. With that finding 
I am completely in agreement.’’ 

Stokes’s hopes of escaping the 
gallows were dashed on August 

20th when his appeal was dismissed. 
Presiding at the Court of Criminal 
Appeal, and making his last appearance 
as Lord Chief Justice, Lord Goddard 
said Stokes’s crime had been 
“horrible...no jury could have returned 
a verdict other than that which they 
did.’’ 

Retiring at 81, Lord Goddard had 
been Lord Chief Justice since 1946, 
and had long been a staunch advocate 
of capital punishment. Sitting with 
Mr. Justice Ashworth and Mr. Justice 
Cassels, he said there was plenty of 
evidence that Stokes had robbed Mrs. 

Ash’s home. The police had found only 
1s. 6d. in the house. 

There was also ample circumstantial 
evidence that theft was on Stokes’s 
mind, Lord Goddard continued. Why 
had he struck Mrs. Ash when she 
wasn’t looking? Why had he searched 
a bedroom? And if he had attacked his 
victim solely in anger, why hadn’t he 
fled immediately or tried to get help for 
the injured woman? 

Lord Goddard had dismissed 
Stokes’s appeal in less than 15 minutes, 
and no reprieve was forthcoming from 
the Home Secretary, Mr. R. A. Butler. 
On September 3rd, 1958, Frank Stokes 
was consequently hanged by Harry 
Allen at Durham Prison. 

Had he left that purse where it 
was, he would have been spared the 
scaffold. And had he not gone to 
the police, he might have remained 
free...perhaps to kill someone else 
seeking a jobbing gardener.

Above, the kitchen where the murder took place. Below, Home Secretary R.A. 
Butler who would decide Stokes’s fate

Stokes’s record (above) went back 
a long time, with theft being his 
principal crime. Twenty-seven 

years of larceny, with brief terms of 
imprisonment punctuating his adult 
life, became a pattern which would 

inevitably end on the gallows
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S
OME SEXUALLY-motivated 
criminals seem to get away with 
a catalogue of crimes before 

they are finally caught and locked 
away. Investigative blunders, wrong 
procedures, overlooked clues, lost 
evidence, lenient sentences – all these 
contribute to the list of administrative 
errors that enable some sexual predators 
to re-offend time and again.

Some of them could be forgiven for 
believing they are protected by their 
lucky star, that their luck will never run 
out. That makes them careless. Then 
their luck does run out and they get 
caught.

If Colvin Hinton, “Butch” to his 
buddies, thought his luck would never 
run out, you could hardly blame him. 
He took to the path of sex crime at the 
age of 16 in 1977, assaulting a young 
woman while he was working at a pizza 
parlour in Louisville, Kentucky.

Like so many first-timer sex offenders 
signalling to the world how dangerous 

they are, Hinton 
virtually got away 
with it. He was a 
minor, so there 
wasn’t much that the 
authorities could do 
under the law, except 
order him to attend 
counselling. For 
Hinton, that was a 
drag – it was easier to 
leave town.

Accompanied by 
his alcoholic single 
mother, he moved 
to Neponset, Illinois. 
As soon as they had 

settled in to their new home, he went 
out and kidnapped Tammy Singleton, 
14.

He took her to a cemetery to rape her, 
but was interrupted by the arrival of a 
funeral party. He then dragged her back 
to the basement of his house and tied 
her to a pole. He was in the process of 
raping her when his mother, hearing the 
girl’s screams for help, walked in. A very 
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A studio photo 
of the missing 
Shannon 
Melendi

How do you secure a murder conviction without 

a body, without a crime scene, a weapon, a 

drop of blood or a strand of hair? The answer 

is wait for when the suspect gets careless...

This report by Chris Coplans

M
D
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why Shannon’S 
MurDer took 10 
yearS to Solve

Above, Colvin 
“Butch” Hinton: 
His sex crimes 
began as an 
adolescent

lucky Tammy Singleton was set free. 
She went to the police and Hinton, 

still a teenager, pleaded guilty to sexual 
assault, but claimed he was “ mentally 
incapable.” He added: “I was overcome 
by an urge to hurt someone.” His luck 

continued to hold because for that crime 
he was sentenced to just two years.

Freed, Hinton attacked, abducted 
and repeatedly sexually assaulted a 
female cousin. She protested, but again 
his luck held, for the family swept her 

complaints under the carpet. Her voice 
was heard only many years later.

Any psychiatrist worth his salt would 
have known by now that Butch Hinton 
was moving relentlessly up the ladder 
of sexual crime towards the top rung 



Next we move to the man, described 
as “unidentified,” who called the sex 
crimes unit at the police station with the 
message: “I picked up Melendi outside 
the gas station. I still have her.” Before 
he rang off he was even able to correct 
media reports about the colour of the 
shorts she was wearing when she was 
last seen.

We shall never know who he was, 
because the police failed to record the 
call.

A couple of weeks later another 
unidentified male phoned the 

hotline at Shannon’s college. Was it the 
same man, or a new one? The police 
were unable to answer, of course, 
because there was no trace of the first 

It took 10 years to lay charges 
against Shannon’s killer

– murder. And that is exactly what 
happened.

But the investigation, as in all the 
other cases involving Hinton, was so 
muddled that he would probably even 
have got away with murder had it not 
been for the decisive intervention of 
America’s ex-president Jimmy Carter, 
who happened to know the victim.

She was Shannon Melendi, 19, who 
had left Miami to study in Atlanta. She 
was not only beautiful, she was also a 
brilliant student of political science, head 
of the debating society at her university, 
in the top three per cent of her class, 
and a recognised authority on the 
United Nations and the US Congress.

Shannon’s twin ambitions were to 
become a lawyer and one day to sit in 
the Supreme Court. She was the only 
undergraduate ever hired by the Jimmy 
Carter Center, an organisation set up by 
the ex-president to investigate abuses of 
human rights and to offer free legal aid 
to victims who couldn’t afford it.

“I can’t tell you how, 

where or when Shannon 

Melendi died. I can’t 

show you pictures of 

her corpse, because  

her body has never 

been found”

call.
This second caller also said he had 

Shannon. To prove it, he would leave 
one of her rings in the phone box from 
where he was speaking. The police 
swooped and the ring was there, on a 
little shelf, wrapped in masking tape and 
in a bag. It was identified as Shannon’s 
by her parents.

That phone call, made by the 
kidnapper, was clearly of vital 
importance. But all trace of it vanished 
because, incredible though it may seem, 
there was no recording device on the 
college hotline either.

Another investigation blunder centred 
on the Softball Country Club, which 
only opened at weekends. Because 
of that, police let a whole week go 
by without questioning anyone. The 
opportunity of looking at employee 
records straight away, which would have 
red-flagged Butch Hinton, was lost. 
Instead, they decided to check everyone 
at the club that weekend – which meant 
a painstaking trawl through 1,000 
people.

They arrived at last at Hinton, 
who earned his living as a coffee stall 
attendant in the maintenance shop at 
Delta Airlines. What they read about 
his record made them surmise that he 
may have gone back to the club that 
afternoon just to be seen in the hope 
of providing himself with an alibi. He 
certainly didn’t intend to resume his 
duties, because there were then no more 
games to officiate.

To be fair, investigators had a few 
obvious problems. They could speculate 
that Hinton, with his record, could be 
linked to the disappearance of Shannon 
Melendi. But the facts, the proof, were 
still missing. There wasn’t a body – there 
wasn’t even a murder so far.

Even so, many were left wondering 
how it was possible that a serial sex 
offender with a three-time record of 
kidnapping, assault and rape could be 
working at a place frequented by young 
women and children.

Would his luck have continued to 
hold forever, would he never have 
been caught had it not been for Jimmy 
Carter? When the ex-president heard 
about Shannon’s disappearance, he lit a 
firework under the police department.

Shannon’s father, Luis Melendi, said: 
“He was one of the key people who 
got the investigation going. He called 
Senator Bob Graham, who got the FBI 
involved, because the local police were 
just sitting there thinking my daughter 
was a runaway.”

Mr. Melendi himself joined in the 
activating. He made a video of his 
daughter from snapshots and home 
movies and, having persuaded a 
leading baseball player and an actor 
to tape “Have you seen Shannon?” 
announcements, joined his video to their 
messages. The resultant film was given 
TV air time throughout the US.

Stung into action, the police began 
asking more questions. Hinton’s 
neighbours came forward to say that 
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At 19, she had the world at her feet 
and glittering prospects ahead of her – 
until the day she was spotted by Butch 
Hinton.

That was on Saturday, March 26th, 
1994, and it was by the purest of 
chances. 

D
uring the morning Shannon was 
keeping score in one of the games at 

the Softball Country Club, in a suburb 
of Atlanta, where she had a weekend job. 
At midday she decided to take a lunch 
break.

There were around 1,000 people at 
the club, yet no one seemed to see her 
leave. She simply vanished. Even her 
scorecard disappeared. When Sunday 
dawned, her father, Luis Melendi, 
caught a plane from Miami to Atlanta 
and called in the police. By the end 
of that week the first 10,000 missing 
person posters and 60 billboards were 
being posted across Atlanta.

Very soon Luis Melendi decided to 
change “missing” to “kidnapped.”

When the police were satisfied that 
she hadn’t wandered away from the club 
of her own accord, they checked back to 
find the last person who saw her. That 
turned out to be the officiating umpire 
in the same game that Shannon had 
been scoring.

When Shannon took her lunch break 
that Saturday, the umpire had also 
decided to leave the field. His name was 
Colvin “Butch” Hinton. 

When first questioned he said, “I told 

the club owner on Friday, the day before 
Shannon vanished, that I would have 
to leave early on Saturday because of a 
family problem.”

The police checked that out. It was a 
lie. There was no problem in the Hinton 
family and one witness came forward 
to say she had seen Hinton later that 
afternoon back in the car park of the 
country club. 

Another witness who knew him said 
he saw him walking to the field from the 
direction of a nearby petrol station. This 
was the same place where Shannon’s car 
was found by one of her friends, Evelyn 
Perez. It had been abandoned, with the 
driver’s door open, the alarm off and the 
keys in the ignition.

When Miss Perez reported the find 
to the police, incredibly they told her to 
drive the car back to Shannon’s college.

If Hinton, as suspect number one, was 
lucky about that – the total destruction 
of a possible crime scene – he was soon 
to be luckier still. 

The petrol station attendant at first 
reported that he had seen Shannon that 
Saturday morning standing by her car. 
Then he changed his story not once, but 
many times. Finally he said he was no 
longer sure of anything. With witnesses 
like that, how lucky can a suspect get?



but because of what happened to us, 
changes can be made.”

All this activity was enough to bring 
a battalion of civil rights advocates 
out of the woodwork – t he liberal 
bleeding hearts who put the rights of 
the criminal before the rights of the 
victim. But Luis Melendi was proved 
right in targeting the prison inmates. 
Butch Hinton began to talk, and the 
prisoners he talked to did their talking 
too.

Prosecutors began to build a 
portfolio of their evidence, a record 

Above, Colvin “Butch” Hinton after 
the jury brought in its verdict and 

the police handcuffed him

Butch seemed very busy attending to a 
day-long bonfire in his garden the day 
after Shannon disappeared.

The police spoke to Hinton’s father, 
who told them that his son had asked to 
borrow a bow saw “to cut branches off 
his trees.” They found the bow saw at 
Hinton’s home. They also found a set of 
butcher’s knives, masking tape, a used 
vacuum cleaner bag, trace evidence 
from two vacuum filters and latent 
fingerprints.

Hardly the sort of stuff with which 
to mount a convincing prosecution, 
however. Despite the pleas and the 
pressure put on by the Melendi 
family, the authorities were obliged 
to scale down the inquiry. What were 
missing were concrete clues, irrefutable 
evidence. But they just weren’t there, 
although everyone agreed it wasn’t 
necessary to look beyond Butch Hinton 
for a suspect. 

Trading on his amazing luck, he 
seemed to want to draw attention to 
himself. On the evening of January 27th, 
1995, he brazenly attacked 19-year-old 
Della Cogburn as she walked down 
a dark path that led to her home in 
Jonesboro, Georgia.

“He grabbed me by the shoulders and 
wouldn’t let go,” Della sobbed to police. 
“As I struggled, he said, ‘Don’t struggle 
with me, bitch. I’ve f***** another bitch 
before, and I wouldn’t mind doing it 
again.’”

Hinton was immediately arrested, but 
before any procedures could be put in 
place Della Cogburn started receiving 
threatening phone calls and, scared 
out of her wits, left home in a hurry. 
Because of her unwillingness to testify 
against him, Hinton was never charged.

At this stage he must have thought 
that his lucky star would never stop 
shining.
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Luis Melendi, meanwhile, was 
plunged into despair. He discovered that 
Hinton had become a Sunday school 
teacher, and that he also had a part-time 
job at McDonald’s serving kids and 
teenagers. “I felt he was laughing in our 
faces,” said the bereaved father.

t
hey say that if you want to be 
successful in business you should 

stick to what you know best. Maybe 
it’s the same with crime. Where 
Hinton went wrong was in trying his 
hand at something new. In March 
1995 he burned down his home in an 
attempt to pick up the insurance pay-
out. This time he pushed his luck too 
far. He didn’t get the money – instead 
he got nine years in a North Carolina 
prison for arson.

Aware that sometimes prisoners 
given a long stretch like to chat about 
their crimes to fellow-inmates, Luis 
Melendi offered a reward of $10,000 
to anyone, including all those in the 
prison, for information leading to the 
recovery of Shannon’s remains. His 
appeal went out on TV, but Hinton’s 
lucky star twinkled again, because the 
appeal wasn’t seen in the prison.

Refusing to give up, Luis Melendi 
started the non-profit-making 
Shannon Foundation – motto, “Save 
our children. Keep sexual predators 
behind bars.” He went to a meeting 
of congressmen on Capitol Hill and 
told them: “This could have happened 
to any parent. I feel like a messenger 
from the underworld. We cannot 
change what has happened to us, 

of the things Hinton was telling 
them. One of them, Adonis Cornwell, 
serving 35 years for bank robbery, said 
that one night he awoke to find his 
cellmate Hinton crying.

“I asked what was wrong and he 
said, ‘I didn’t kill her. The demon 
inside me did.’ I thought he was 
unburdening his guilt.”

Another former cellmate, Curtis 
Neal, serving 15 years, said: “Butch 
said he couldn’t get over how anyone 
could get charged for murder without 
a body. He asked me if I’d ever heard 
of any such cases.”

Hinton, of course, had identified 
a fundamental obstacle for any 
prosecutor. How do you get a murder 
conviction without a body, without 
a crime scene, without a murder 
weapon, a drop of blood or a strand 
of hair?

Nevertheless, with their portfolio 
of prison confessions, a grand jury 
issued an indictment charging Colvin 
Hinton with murder. It was August 
2004 – more than 10 years since 
Shannon’s disappearance – and the the 
indictment stated that he kidnapped 
Shannon Melendi and caused her 
death “in a manner unknown to the 
grand jury at this time.”

The indictment had to concede 
that there was a lack of cause and 
circumstance surrounding Shannon’s 
death. The defence latched on to that, 
arguing that there had never been such 
a case in Georgia, and that although 
two people were once convicted of 
murder without a body, in both those 

Shannon Melendi’s mother (white top), her sister Monique and father Luis 
react to the jury’s verdict

cases evidence was found at the crime 
scene.

In a dramatic opening to the trial 
the Assistant District Attorney Mike 
McDaniel told the jury: “I can’t 
tell you the cause or circumstances 
surrounding Shannon Melendi’s death. 
I can’t tell you how, where or when 
she died. I can’t show you pictures 
of her corpse, because her body has 
never been found.

“But with the defendant’s prison 
confessions, and a mountain of 
circumstantial evidence, I will prove 



Following Hinton’s 2005 conviction, 
he exhausted his appeals and 

eventually confessed to the crime, 
telling ABC News that he also raped 
Shannon twice.

“She didn’t even try to scratch – no 
hitting. I kept telling her, ‘As soon as I 
get your car sold or rid of, I will let you 
go,’ and she said ‘All right,’” he told the 
media outlet.

Hinton said that as he approached 
Shannon after deciding she had to die, 
“she didn’t even know I was standing 
there. I came over on top of her real 
quick...I took the tie and put it around 
her neck...I think I crossed it, and I 
strangled her right there.”

He then incinerated Shannon’s body 
and took his wife out to dinner at an 
Olive Garden restaurant where he 
gave her one of the rings he took from 
Shannon’s body. But the guilt became 
too much to bear and his paranoid fears 
of capture by the police and the FBI 
began to grow.

Hinton even admitted that he was 
the man who rang and tipped off the 
authorities about the ring which was to 
prove the vital, if circumstantial, link to 
his guilt.

Under Georgia law Hinton was 
eligible for parole seven years after 
his 2005 conviction; it was denied in 
2012. He was again denied parole in 
2020 thanks to the persistent efforts of 
Shannon’s family and local politicians. 

In March 2020, after he was denied 
parole for the second time, the Melendi 
family issued a statement which said, 
“Thank God, and thank the paroles 
board. And thank those who have stood 
with us in this forever fight. We are so 
very grateful for the support from the 
community, for helping us continue to 
fight for justice for Shannon. At last we 
can breathe, and we’ll be able to breathe 
for another seven or eight years.”

Colvin “Butch” Hinton will be 
up for parole consideration next 
in February 2025, and those who 
believe he should never be released 
will be ready and waiting to remind 
the world of his crimes.

my case beyond a reasonable doubt. 
While I weave the web around 
Shannon’s murder, one man, Butch 
Hinton, will remain at the very 
centre.”

It was obvious, he said, that on the 
day of the abduction Hinton was far 
more interested in talking to Shannon 
than in umpiring the softball game. 
He believed that after killing Shannon, 
Hinton chopped her body into pieces 
before burning them on his bonfire.

Alberta Blackburn, Hinton’s 
supervisor at the softball game, told 
the court that Hinton asked to change 
his work schedule on the Saturday 
in question. He said he needed to 
accompany his wife to care for her 
nieces and nephews, because her sister 
was ill, having been beaten up by her 
husband.

But Hinton’s wife – now his ex-wife 
– told the jury that no such event had 
taken place.

A scientific expert testified that the 
small bag found in the phone box 
containing Shannon’s ring matched 
bags used for holding small parts 
at Hinton’s former workplace at 
Delta Airlines. Metal particles on the 
masking tape also found in the phone 
box matched unusual alloys that would 
not normally be found together except 
around jet engines.

And one of Hinton’s co-workers at 
Delta remembered that Hinton was 
not at his post at the exact time when 
the second phone call was made by an 
unidentified male voice. Hinton told 
the same colleague two days earlier 
that he planned “to have some fun” 
while his wife was away.

Nathan Judy, another former 
workmate at Delta, said Hinton once 
showed him a book called Get Rid Of It.

“I told him I was going through a 
bad divorce, and he left this book for 
me,” said Judy. “It contained a chapter 
on how to commit a murder. There 
were a few different ways.” 

The book, he went on, gave 
examples of how to dispose of a 
body without trace, from vacuuming 
remains to using quick lime and 
grinding down teeth with a hammer.

After Hinton’s prison cellmates 
had given their testimony, defence 
lawyer Barry Bernstein warned the 
jury: “If you find this man guilty you 
will be setting a dangerous precedent. 
There is no body, no motive, not 
even any proof that a crime has been 
committed. The prosecution is relying 
on the so-called evidence of prisoners 
trying to reduce their time in jail.

“The public desire to secure a 
conviction should not stand in the way 
of justice. With what the prosecution 
has given you, you simply cannot 
convict.”

The jury went away to consider that 
for nine hours. When they came back 
they found the defendant guilty and he 
was sentenced to life without parole. 
At last, Butch Hinton’s luck had finally 
run out.

Colvin Corneilous “Butch” Hinton 
III remains incarcerated in Hays 

State Prison, Georgia
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MURDER MONTH
May

It was the corned beef what done 
it...Lorry driver Arthur Major died, 

aged 44, in Kirkby-on-Bain on May 24th, 
1934. At least, that is what was reported 
in the death certificate. His funeral was 
quickly arranged and the grave dug 
when, on May 26th, an anonymous letter 
arrived on the desk of Inspector Dodson 
of Horncastle Police in Lincolnshire. 

The missive suggested that he look into 
the death of Mr. Major, asking, “Why 
did he complain of his food tasting nasty 
and throw it to a neighbour’s dog that has 
since died…why was he so jerky when he 
was dying?” The letter writer, who signed 
themselves Fairplay, was never identified. 

Major’s doctor told Dodson that 
Ethel had said her husband suffered fits 
regularly. The policeman went to see Mrs. 
Major and, as he left, she said, “I am not 
suspicioned? I haven’t done anything 
wrong,” which puzzled the policeman. 
He learned that on the night of the 23rd 
the neighbour’s terrier had died suddenly 
after suffering muscular contractions. 

His master buried the 
animal in the garden. The 
symptoms were the same 
as Mr. Major’s, so the dog 
was dug up and samples of 
the animal and Mr. Major 
were sent for analysis by Dr. 
Roche Lynch at St. Mary’s 
Hospital, Paddington, west 
London. 

Dr. Lynch found strychnine in both 
man and animal. Two doses had led 
to Mr. Major’s death, the final being 
administered on the day he died. Dr. 
Lynch said the poison could not have 
been self-administered because of the 
pain caused by the first dose. That only 
left murder. 

On July 2nd, 1934, Detective Chief 
Inspector Hugh Young of Scotland Yard 
went to Horncastle to investigate. He 
learned that the Majors had an unhappy 
marriage and Arthur Major had abjured 
responsibility for his wife’s debts.  

Their son told him his mother still 
returned to the house to prepare meals 
for his father. His last meal was corned 
beef and he died at 10.40 p.m. on May 
24th, frothing at the mouth. 

During an interview with the DCI, 
Mrs. Major denied all involvement, 
adding, “I did not know my husband 
died of strychnine poisoning.” Only 
DCI Young, Dr. Lynch and a few other 
officials knew that was the cause of death. 

On July 9th, Mrs. Major was arrested 
on a charge of murder. She went on trial 
at Lincoln Assizes in November 1934. 

The jury returned a verdict of 
guilty but with a recommendation 
for mercy. The recommendation was 
ignored and on December 19th, 1934, 
Ethel Major was hanged at Hull 
Prison.

Ethel 
Major
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“C
on-men? They’d never 
fool me!” oh, you think so? 
We all like to believe that 

we could never be cheated, that we’re 
too smart to fall for someone’s silver 
tongue, but we’ve probably all been had 
at one time or another.

And let’s face it, there’s no shame 
in being fooled by an expert – if they 
weren’t experts at what they do, they’d 
never succeed.

The “best” of them are characters as 
tall as their stories, and as believable as 
any tale you’ve ever heard.

Con-artists, swindlers, grifters, 
chisellers – call them what you will, 
they’re all scoundrels, and while some 
were notorious, some were more 
interesting than many of the stories 
you’d find in the fiction section of your 
local library.

And it isn’t always the ordinary 
people in the street who are their targets 
– the marks, as they’re known, can be 
among the richest and most powerful in 
the country.

Which is when public sympathy often 
shifts to a knowing appreciation of the 
con-man’s art.

Take natwarlal, for example.
This poor village boy, from deep in 

the Indian countryside of Bihar, born 
mithilesh Kumar Srivastava, began by 
defrauding the railway company.

Gradually he built up until he was 
able to branch out into selling land and 
buildings.

The problem was that none of it was 
his to sell.

Like Parliament House and its 
attendant politicians. Then there was 
the world famous Red Fort, which used 
to house the mughal emperors, and the 
Taj mahal, which he sold as a job lot to 
another “customer.”

During his long career, natwarlal 
allegedly (never underestimate the 
importance of the word “allegedly” 
in stories about con-men) targeted 
some of India’s wealthiest and most 
prominent families, relieving them of 
some of the burdens of their wealth.

“mr. Natwarlal,” mithilesh Kumar Srivastava, had a knack for selling India’s 
greatest buildings – including the taj mahal (below) during his long career

Your Questions, Answers & Updates
MD Forum, PO Box 735, London SE26 5NQ

masterdetective@truecrimelibrary.com

mdforum
We’ve had a number of letters from readers lately looking for 

information about legendary con-artists. For instance, this 

request from William Healey: “Has Master Detective ever 

featured the career of the con-artist Alan Conway, who once 

impersonated the film director Stanley Kubrick?” Intrigued, we 

investigated – and the result is this fascinating set of case 

histories compiled by Donald Carne...

KINGS 
Nothing they tell you is real...Nothing they tell you is real...
then there’s Alan Conway, who 

died in 1998 at the age of 64. no 
one will be putting up any monuments 
to him, but his tale is fascinating 
nevertheless.

Born eddie Alan Jablowsky in 1934, 
in Whitechapel, east London, the aptly 
named Conway lived a double life right 
from the start.

Because even though he was married, 
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and he and his wife owned a travel 
agency with branches in Harrow and 
muswell Hill, Alan Conway was gay.

He kept it hidden for most of his life, 
principally because he had to – for the 

It wasn’t all for himself, though. He 
donated huge sums to his home village, 
which erected a monument in his 
honour. even so, when he died, he had 
over 100 criminal charges pending.
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first half of his life, being gay was illegal, 
and often brought a spell in prison.

He often rewrote his own past, 
claiming at various times to be a Polish-
Jewish survivor of the nazi death camps, 
or a multimillionaire financier with a 
home in the Cayman Islands.

But he was so good at faking a life for 
himself that even his wife had no idea he 
was gay.

It was when she discovered his male 
lover in the mid-80s, and his marriage 
fell apart, that he decided to make the 
most of his talent and make a name for 
himself.

or, to be more precise, someone else’s 
name.

After a few years of living in a bottle, 
he read an article about the famously 
reclusive Stanley Kubrick.

He noted that he had a passing 
resemblance to the world-famous 
director, and this gave him an idea.

“Pleased to meet you,” he’d say, as 
he shook someone’s hand. “I’m Stanley 
Kubrick.”

But Conway wasn’t just trying to say 
he looked like Kubrick. He decided he’d 
actually become him, and live the life 
that he thought Kubrick should have 
been living.

He arranged meetings with film 
executives, promised roles to budding 
young actors and gave interviews to the 
media.

He would dine lavishly at other 
people’s expense, promising that his 
studio would reimburse their costs later.

Like the time he was seen chatting 
amiably to Julie Walters and Patricia 
Hayes backstage in a West end theatre, 
talking about giving them parts in his 
next movie.

During a summer season at Torquay, 
singer Joe Longthorne treated Alan/
Stanley like a king, and he responded 
with ever more lavish promises about 
Joe’s career.

“Joe thought the director was going to 
make him a star,” said Joe’s agent. “He 

laid on a [Rolls-
Royce] for him 
and put him up 

Alan Conway (left) bore little physical resemblance to notoriously elusive 
(if not reclusive) film director Stanley Kubrick (right). he managed to 

convince many in his London – rather than Kubrick’s Brooklyn – accent 

KINGS of the CoN
Nothing they tell you is real...Nothing they tell you is real...

in a top hotel. The guy told Joe he was 
going to put him in his next film.”

Joe, who died in 2019, recognised that 
he’d been had by an expert.

“I once received a £50,000 bill from 
an accountant for ‘bits and bobs,’” he 
said. “There are always con-men around. 
every third person in show business gets 
done one way or another, it’s just one of 
those things.”

even comedian Jim Davidson admitted 
to being taken in.

“I met him and I certainly didn’t suss 
him straight away,” said Davidson. “He 
got me on the hook. He said ‘So are you 
Jim Davidson, the comedian?’ and I’m 
thinking that’s amazing, Stanley Kubrick 
knows who I am!”

New York Times theatre critic Frank 
Rich, who interviewed Alan/Stanley, 
came away convinced that Kubrick was 
a closet gay.

And why not? “everyone always 
thought Hal the computer acted like 
a jealous gay lover in 2001: A Space 
Odyssey,” said Frank.

of course, it couldn’t last.
The real Stanley Kubrick lived in a 

country house in Hertfordshire and news 
trickled through to the famous recluse.

“Stanley thought it was rather 
annoying – particularly when it came to 
light that Conway had only seen a bit of 

one of his films and didn’t like it,” said a 
friend.

“He’d never seen a Kubrick film,” 
said actor John malkovich. “He tried to 
watch Lolita and got very bored after 
a few minutes. He knew nothing about 
Kubrick at all. Alan Conway had no 
aspirations whatsoever.”

Kubrick’s personal assistant, Anthony 
Frewin, tracked Conway down to expose 
the con.

“We started getting phone calls from 
Warner Brothers,” said Anthony, “who 
relayed messages to Stanley saying ‘A 
friend of Stanley’s phoned the studio.’ 
Stanley didn’t recognise any of these 
people, so I spoke to one of them. 
He said he’d met Stanley in a pub in 
Kensington Road. Can you imagine 
that? So it became clear that someone 
was impersonating Stanley.”

Finally, an article in Vanity Fair blew it 
all wide open.

Conway pleaded insanity, and 
eventually it all passed quietly.

He admitted everything in detail in 
an episode of The Lying Game shortly 
before he died.

“I really did believe I was Stanley 
Kubrick,” he claimed. “I could have 
carried on until the day I died.”

“He used to answer the phone in this 
terrible American accent,” said Conway’s 

Joe 
Longthorne. 
the 
entertainer 
was one of 
many people 
taken in by 
Conway’s 
antics



son martin. “His friends used to call him 
Stanley.”

In his will, Conway left tens of 
thousands of pounds to his friends 
and family...except that he didn’t have 
anything like that to leave for anyone.

In fact, he died in debt to almost 
everyone he knew – he even owed 
£879.19 to a gay chatline.

martin said that when he returned 
home after his father’s funeral, he found 
a message on the answerphone from an 

“he had his own code and 

his own rule for living,” 

concluded the Eagle. “It 

was a most bizarre, a 

most extraordinary one”

had bought the shares, the result was 
obvious – if he was buying them, he 
must know something no one else did.

The share price rocketed, and Lamar 
made a tidy sum selling at the very top 
of the market.

The price promptly plummeted, and 
Rockefeller Jr. chalked up his million-
dollar loss to bitter experience.

David Lamar wasn’t all slick and 
smooth, though. He could turn nasty 
and mix it when the need arose.

When his coachman, James 
mcmahon, was due to testify against 
him on an assault charge in 1903, James 

was badly beaten up and stabbed 
outside the courtroom by members 

of the eastman gang.
As a result, he was unable to 

testify and Lamar slipped free 
of the charges.

His marks weren’t always 
confined to new York, 
either.

During the First World 
War, but before the US 
entered it and so was 
supposedly neutral, Lamar 
tapped up the German 

naval attache, Franz 

Victor Lustig, the con-man who “sold” the eiffel tower — twice

david Lamar. the 
con-man originally 
known as the “Wolf 
of Wall Street”

von Rintelen, for half a million dollars.
He promised to use the money 

to promote pro-German unrest in 
American shipyards, as the US had a 
large population of both native Germans 
and Americans of German descent at 
the time. (In 1910, there were over 550 
German-language newspapers in the US, 
and even today more than 50 million 
Americans claim German ancestry.)

His reports to the German embassy 
eagerly confirmed the mission was a 
great success, but in reality, it was almost 
non-existent.

And Lamar didn’t always get away 
with it, either.

In 1916, he went to prison for two 
years for impersonating a congressman, 
and in 1923 he had to flee the US when 
he was faced with a charge of conspiracy 
to defraud.

This time he was found hiding out 
in mexico, returned to new Jersey, and 
served his time.

Despite the setbacks, though, David 
Lamar kept coming back for more.

“He had wealth, this strange man,” the 
Reading Eagle reported. “It didn’t mean 
a great deal to him. on many occasions, 
he could have returned and lived lavishly 
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make huge profits through 
sly operations on the stock 
market,” wrote the Reading 
Eagle. “What he hoped to 
gain was not wealth, but 
power and recognition.”

As smart and shiny as his 
diamond-studded walking 
stick, David Lamar knew 
precisely how to tap the 
herd mentality of Wall 
Street and turn it against 
itself.

In 1899, he persuaded 
John D. Rockefeller Jr., 
25, to borrow a few 
million from his father, 
who happened to be 
the richest man in the 
world at the time, to buy 
stocks in US Leather, a 
worthless company in 
which Lamar owned 
most of the shares.

Because a Rockefeller 

was simple: “Be a patient listener – it 
is this, not fast-talking, that gets the 
con-man his coup. never boast – just let 
your importance be quietly obvious.”

Then there was the original “Wolf of 
Wall Street.”

martin Scorsese made a famous film 
of that title with Leonardo di Caprio 
in 2013, but the shady financier David 
Lamar made the name famous nearly a 
century earlier.

Born David Levy in 1877, he 
was given the title after a career of 
manipulating stock prices for his own 
advantage.

He appeared, 
seemingly from 
nowhere, in the 
1890s. A young, 
well groomed 
man with his 
own horses and 
an apartment 
on Fifth Avenue, 
he was the 
epitome of the 
stock exchange 
gambler.

“He had one 
blinding ambition, 
and that was to 

angry, growly voice.
“Hi Stanley, I’m going to get you this 

time. I’m going to get you!”
As much as he conned other people, 

all Alan Conway was really doing was 
acting a part, just like anyone else on the 
stage or screen.

“He’s just pretending to be someone 
he’s not,” said John malkovich, who 
played Alan in a movie about his life, 
Colour Me Kubrick, in 2005. “It’s the 
definition of showbiz people, no?”

If we’re going to tell a decent story 
about the history of famous con-men, 

we have to cross the Atlantic and take 
some examples from America.

Victor Lustig, for example, sold the 
eiffel Tower twice, and even had the 
chutzpah to tap none other than Al 
Capone for a loan.

Victor’s advice to would-be con-artists 



and luxuriously, as he did live when in 
purple, on a great estate in new Jersey 
at one time, and in a mansion on Fifth 
Avenue at another.”

But he preferred the thrill of the game 
to a quiet life of comfort.

eventually, he frittered it all away and 
died in a hotel room in 1934 – with just 
$138 in his pocket, all that remained of 
his previous wealth.

“He had his own code and his own 
rule for living,” concluded the Eagle. “It 
was a most bizarre, a most extraordinary 
one.”

His lawyer was more blunt.
“The name of David Lamar seems to 

be anathema,” he said.

of course, he isn’t the only new 
Yorker to have been a rogue.

Ferdinand “Ferdy” deWilton Jr. was 
born in 1851, the son of a preacher, of 
all things. His parents once spent time in 
India as missionaries, but their son had 
different ideas of what constituted God’s 
work.

He moved to new York in 1873, and 
decided that being the penniless son 
of impoverished clergy wasn’t for him. 
He had, as his grandson later put it, “a 
disposition to be rich.”

Ferdy began by stealing the heart of 
wealthy heiress ella Champion Green, 
and used her money to establish himself 
in the financial world.

Through his social contacts, he 
was able to attract investment to his 
brokerage firm from James D. Fish, 
President of the marine national Bank, 
and Ulysses S. Grant, the general who 
became a hero of the Civil War and the 
President of the US.

Grant borrowed $150,000 from 
William Vanderbilt, the richest man in 
the world at that time. notice a theme 
developing?

Vanderbilt warned Grant against the 
deal, but lent him the money anyway.

“What I’ve heard about that firm,” 
said Vanderbilt, “would not justify me in 
lending it a dime.” He wasn’t wrong.

Ferdy used the security that had been 
deposited with his brokerage to take out 
loans from other financial institutions, 

none of which was aware of the others.
He then deposited this money in other 

places and used these deposits as the bait 
to take out even greater loans.

With this inflated income built on little 
more than fresh air, he bought property 
in new York and a farm in Connecticut.

His rapid rise brought him the 
attention of the city, and he was 
nicknamed ‘The Young napoleon of Wall 
Street.’

But the empire was built on 
particularly large amounts of sand, and 
when the calls came for repayments 
in 1884, all that wealth blew away in 
the wind, taking with it the securities 
of the President, severely denting his 
reputation.

When he appeared at the new York 
Supreme Court to face charges, the 
judge wasn’t having any of Ferdy’s 
claims to innocence.

“I was forced to rob Peter to pay 
Paul,” he explained, without a hint of 
remorse.

Grant died a year later, still railing 
against the iniquities Ferdy had done to 
him.

“I want to kill him as I would a snake,” 
he told a friend. “I believe I should do it, 
too, but I do not wish to be hanged for 
the killing of such a wretch.”

Ferdy de Wilton, whose reputation 
quickly metamorphosed from the 
napoleon of Wall Street to the most 
Hated man in America, spent the next 
six years in Sing Sing.

But his story, inevitably, doesn’t end 
there.

on his release, he discovered that his 
by then estranged wife ella had changed 
her will so that their son Clarence would 
be the sole beneficiary, and not him, 
leaving him with nothing.

He came up with a daring plan – he 
would kidnap Clarence and hold him to 
ransom.

But it failed.
Ferdy married again, to Isabella Ward, 

and then slipped into obscurity, dying in 
1925.

finally, we have a typically larger-
than-life character, George C. Parker, 

who lived from 1890 to 1936.
He was one of new York’s most 

successful real estate agents. But, as with 
a lot of people like him, none of the 
estate he tried to sell was his.

Parker was of Irish descent, and clearly 
had the gift of the gab. He was most 
famous for “selling” Brooklyn Bridge to 
a string of unwary migrants with money 
in their pockets, promising them they’d 
make their money back in quick fashion 
just by erecting toll booths to charge 
travellers for crossing it.

In fact, he was so prolific at this that 
his scam entered American folklore as 
a mark of being gullible – “And if you 
believe that, I have a bridge to sell you.”

Parker wasn’t even the first to try that 
particular scam. William mcCloundy, 
aka IoU o’Brien, served two years for 
selling the bridge to a tourist in 1901.

The New York Times explained how the 

ferdinand “ferdy” deWilton 
Jr. – “the Young Napoleon of 

Wall Street” – had a very similar 
attitude to fraud as wolves of the 

same region
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MURDER MONTH
May

T
eenage girl dismembered...on 
September 25th, 2005, Rochelle 

Holness, 15, was at home on her own 
in Lewisham, south-east London, while 
her mother, Jennifer Bennett, visited 
her sister, Rochelle’s aunt. 

Rochelle spent some time in her 
room texting her boyfriend until she 
ran out of credit. She was given some 
money and went to a phone box about 
a three-minute walk away. meanwhile, 
John mcGrady was in his seventh-floor 
flat on the milford Towers estate with 
his girlfriend. Drunk, he tried and 
failed to have sex with the woman so 
he told her he would go out and find 
someone else. She laughed as he left 
their home. 

CCTV showed Rochelle leaving 
the phone box alone at 8.03 p.m. 
on her short journey home, she was 
spotted by mcGrady who grabbed 
her and took her to his flat. He had 
previously served two 
sentences for attacks 
on women. mcGrady 
had intended to rape 
the teenager once he 
had got her into the 
flat. The next day, at 
11 a.m., mrs. Bennett 
went to check on her 
daughter but found 
her room empty so 
assumed that she had 
already gone to school. 

At 10 p.m. that 
night, Rochelle’s 
boyfriend came to her 
home after she failed to 
turn up for a date. The next day, mrs. 
Bennett went to the police to report her 
daughter missing and then to a copy 
shop where she prepared hundreds of 
flyers she distributed in the local area. 

on September 28th, mrs. Bennett 
was handing out the flyers when her 
son rang to say there were many police 
outside the milford Towers block. mrs. 
Bennett and her ex-husband, Rochelle’s 
father, went over to the flats to see 
what was going on. As they arrived, 
a body bag was being brought out by 
paramedics. 

mrs. Bennett showed a policeman a 
flyer and asked if the picture was of the 
girl inside the body bag. He refused to 
confirm or deny. The next day, a family 
liaison officer went to Rochelle’s home. 
He said the teenager’s body had been 
cut into nine pieces and placed in black 
bin liners. CCTV showed mcGrady 
wheeling a Tesco trolley containing 
black parcels which he dumped by a 
rubbish chute. 

Belfast-born McGrady was 
arrested and admitted killing 
Rochelle but denied murdering 
her. The jury did not believe him 
and on May 16th, 2006, McGrady, 
48, was given a whole-life sentence.

John 
mcGrady
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bridge became such a favoured spot:
“The Brooklyn Bridge had several 

attributes that made it particularly 
well-suited for this sort of endeavour – 
being sold by con-men. Its proximity 
to the port made it highly visible to 
newcomers who might be likely marks, 
and its size provided opportunities 
to show it off while avoiding the law. 
But perhaps most critical was its 
considerable fame.”

Parker was clearly a very convincing 
salesman, given how often he succeeded 
with this particular trick. The new 
York Police estimated that he “sold” the 
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Brooklyn Bridge to unsuspecting clients 
as often as twice a week for up to 30 
years.

“Several times,” said the newspaper, 
“mr. Parker’s victims had to be rousted 
from the bridge by police when they 
tried to erect toll barriers.”

To aid his deception, he pinned a 
“For Sale” notice on the bridge which 
he always showed his mark. He didn’t 
even insist that his client buy the whole 
bridge – shares were available, if money 
was tight – and he was prepared to 
accept from as little as $75 and up.

During his long career, George Parker 

ran through a variety of names as each 
became notorious in turn: he also traded 
as James J. o’Brien, Warden Kennedy, 
mr. Roberts and mr. Taylor.

He wasn’t limited to the bridge scam, 
either. His “portfolio” included madison 
Square Garden, the metropolitan 
museum of Art, the tomb of Ulysses S. 
Grant (yes, even in death he couldn’t 
escape the scammers) and the Statue of 
Liberty.

Parker always emphasised the 
importance of “the front” – he worked 
in a smart office, with well-turned-out 
staff, and always issued very authentic-
looking documentation. He was a patron 
of the arts, so naturally he couldn’t resist 
selling shares in the latest Broadway hits 
– shares which, inevitably, never existed.

even when he was caught, he did 
it with style. Convicted of fraud on 
three occasions, he left court on the 
last charge wearing the hat and coat of 
Sheriff Flaherty, which he’d found laid 
aside on a chair.

“Happy new year, fellas!” he called to 
the deputies as he left court unmolested.

“Happy new Year, Sheriff,” they 
replied.

But it was fourth time unlucky.
In 1928, George Parker was 

sent down for life by Judge Alonzo 
mcLaughlin in the Kings County 
Court when Assistant District Attorney 
William Kleinman prosecuted a now 
tired and weary 68-year-old over a 
forged $150 cheque.

Parker pleaded guilty to grand 
larceny, and spent the rest of his days in 
Sing Sing, making himself popular by 
entertaining both guards and fellow-
inmates with tales of his exploits.

As entertaining as these con-men 
were, don’t ever forget that for 
every sting, someone has been 
stung. So stay alert – particularly 
if you’re offered a good deal on a 
bridge.

Above, George C. Parker – 
another bridge salesman
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l Call 020 8778 0514 to order by credit/debit card

l Send a cheque made out to Forum Press or a postal 

order for £4.99 each OR £12.00 for all three Specials and 

send to Forum Press, PO Box 735, London SE26 5NQ

l Your set of three Summer Specials will be sent out 

to you by June 8th

True Detective 
Summer Special  

• £4.99 • On sale 
May 12th

Master Detective Summer Special• £4.99 • On sale June 2nd

True Crime 
Summer Special• £4.99 • On sale June 16th

Don’t miss this year’s

SUMMER 
SPECIALS!



Don’t Miss The Latest Issue 
Of The World’s No.1  

True Crime Quarterly...

No.115 No.114No.117 No.116

No.119

No.118

No.120No.121No.122No.123

1. Go direct to your local 

newsagent – it’s on sale 

from April 28th

2. Order by mail – send 

your name and address 

plus £4.75 cheque/postal 

order, made out to 

Forum Press, to Murder 

Most Foul, PO Box 735, 

London SE26 5NQ

3. Order by credit/debit 

card on 020 8778 0514

4. Or online at www.

truecrimelibrary.com

5. Take a money-saving 

subscription – and never  

miss another issue!

Get each new issue of 

Murder Most Foul sent 

direct to you, hot off the 

press. It’s just £13.50 for 

a year’s issues, saving 

25% on the shop price. 

Send cheque/postal 

order to the address 

above, go online to www.

truecrimelibrary.com or 

call 020 8778 0514. 

(For rates outside UK, please 

call or visit our website.)

FIVE WAYS 
TO GET YOUR 

COPY OF 
MURDER MOST 

FOUL 124:

Backissuesat£4.50each•Forfullrangeofissuesavailable,seewww.truecrimelibrary.com

MURDER MOST FOUL
Issue No.124


