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Long before Oscar scandals, even before the first of the Academy Awards and the 

era of the ‘talkies’, there was William Desmond Taylor, a successful and influential 

Hollywood silver screen director. His murder shook both the fledgling industry and 

the West Coast community to its core. The subsequent investigation was notable in 

two respects. Firstly, that both the Los Angeles police investigating the murder and 

the techniques they employed fell far short of what was needed to close the case. 

Secondly, what they did uncover of William Desmond Taylor’s life left on the cutting 

room floor spoke of betrayal, dark secrets and salaciousness the likes of which 

would have made for especially hot Hollywood gossip at the time. On page 14, read 

about the evidence, the witnesses and the suspects in one of the biggest cold cases 

of the silent movie era and find out why it still hasn’t been solved a century later. 
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FAKE convict’s BIG con

CRIME scene 
spoiled



BILLION-DOLLAR 
MARIJUANA BUST
T

ijuana has long been a hotbed of smuggling. Near the US border and the city of San Diego, just about every kind of contraband has 

passed through it. 134 tons of marijuana destined for America’s dealers, however, didn’t.

It was the largest marijuana bust in Mexico’s history, a result of increasingly close cooperation between Mexican law 

enforcement and military. Only a few years ago Tijuana was a dangerous place to be – a Mexican border town right out of a spaghetti 

western. Today it’s comparatively quiet, after the Mexican public and authorities having decided enough was enough.

The massive seizure was one of many recent victories for Mexican authorities against drug gangs. The police and army combined 

their resources and hardened their attitude, creating an increasingly successful – and violent – crackdown against the narcotraficantes. 

Once seen as so riddled with corruption that effective action was near-impossible, today’s anti-drug campaign is so harsh that human 

rights organisations have seriously questioned the tactics and methods used.

What can’t be questioned is the results. The 134 tons of incinerated weed sent a message around the world and anyone downwind 

got the sweet smell of judicial success.

When Mexican law enforcement seized 134 tons of marijuana it was all going to go 
up in smoke: not in the hands of a million stoners, but a single enormous bonfire

Tijuana, Mexico, 21 October 2010
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FRANCE’S 
MOST WANTED 

BREAKS OUT

Lille, France, 13 April 2013

A
rmed robber Redoine Faid is probably France’s most spectacular 

gangster since Jacques Mesrine. Sentenced to 20 years, Faid had 

been released, but was once again detained after breaching his 

parole, and was awaiting trial over another armed robbery in which a 

female police officer was killed. He escaped from Sequedin prison in 

2013 less than 30 minutes after arriving, taking four guards hostage 

and blasting through several prison doors with explosives.

Recaptured and returned to a different prison with a 25-year 

sentence, he didn’t stay at Sud-Francilien prison very long either. This 

time Faid made his 2013 break seem comparatively timid.

In July 2018 three masked men with assault rifles and smoke 

grenades hijacked a helicopter, forcing its pilot to fly them to the 

prison. While one guarded the chopper and pilot, the others used 

angle grinders to breach the prison’s visiting room. They knew 

exactly where and when to strike.

With Faid released, the fearsome foursome boarded the chopper, 

which had landed in the courtyard – the one part of the prison not 

protected by anti-helicopter netting. They abandoned the helicopter 

and its pilot, who was shaken but unhurt, near Gonesse, before 

continuing in a black Renault Megane.

The lack of netting also provided unintentional humour. When 

asked, a representative stated that inmates never use the courtyard, 

“except to leave the prison”.

Armed robber Redoine Faid stages the 
first of his two spectacular escapes from 
maximum-security prisons
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FINAL 
RESTING 
PLACE?

C
onvicted in 2008, Arthur Ream is currently serving life for the 

1986 murder of his son’s girlfriend, 13-year old Cindy Zarzycki. It 

seems his big mouth and a prison snitch might solve anywhere 

between four and six cold cases.

Ream, a murderer with a self-confessed interest in underage 

girls, is alleged to have admitted to several similar murders. In 

2018, investigators began searching for the remains of as many as 

six teenage girls said to have been buried by Ream in the vicinity of 

Michigan’s Macomb County.

According to a fellow convict, Ream bragged about the murders 

while already serving life for Cindy Zarzycki’s murder. Having taken 

police to Cindy’s grave, he received a life sentence. The area that was 

being searched is near to where Ream buried Cindy’s body, although 

Ream has denied being a serial killer. He also demanded an apology 

from the police for accusing him.

No remains were discovered at the site, but that made no 

difference to Ream’s situation. Already serving life for the murder of 

a child, he’s unlikely to be paroled and Michigan being a non-death 

penalty state, he won’t be executed either.

If any further victims had been discovered, it may have provided 

some small closure to their families. They would at least have got to 

give them a proper burial.

Arthur Ream is already in prison for rape 
and murder. Is he also a serial killer?

Macomb County, Michigan, USA, 9 May 2018
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ADNAN SYED’S 
LONG WALK 

Baltimore, Maryland, USA, 3 February 2016

C
onvicted on 25 February 2000 for murdering ex-girlfriend 

Hae Min Lee, Syed originally received a life sentence with an 

additional 30 years. Faced with a long sentence and convicted 

of first-degree murder, kidnapping, false imprisonment and robbery, 

Syed’s prospects looked extremely bleak. Maryland was a death 

penalty state until 2013 (although executions there were a rarity) and 

Syed could have been facing a death sentence instead of life. 

Syed’s conviction wasn’t the end of the story, though. He has 

always protested his innocence of the murder and maintained that 

his trial was fundamentally flawed. According to his legal team, 

original defence attorney Cristina Gutierrez offered an ineffective 

defence. They also claimed some prosecution evidence was so 

unreliable it should never have been used. He’s pictured here at his 

post-conviction relief hearing held in February 2016. In June 2016 

Judge Martin Welch vacated Syed’s conviction, although Syed was 

been denied bail. 

On 25 November 2019, after numerous appeals through various 

courts, the United States Supreme Court rejected his appeal for a 

new trial, stating that they found the evidence linking Syed to Lee’s 

death to be “overwhelming.”

The subject of the Serial podcast has attracted international attention while he 
continues to try and clear his name
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A
t 7.30 a.m. on a chilly 2 February 1922, Henry 

Peavey made his way to his employer’s 

palatial bungalow, nestled among the swaying 

palms and citrus trees, on the outskirts of Beverly 

Hills. As valet to internationally renowned film 

director William Desmond Taylor, it was Peavey’s 

job to see to his master’s every need and cater 

to his every whim. No one knew more about 

the comings and goings at 404 Alvarado Court 

Apartments than Mr Henry Peavey, but even he 

was unprepared for the sight that met his eyes 

as he pushed open the unlocked front door and 

stepped inside. There, on the living room floor 

beside his desk, lay William Desmond Taylor, dead 

on his back, gazing sightlessly towards the ceiling. 

Although shocked and upset by the unexpected 

scene, the overall tableau appeared peaceful to 

Peavey, who assumed his employer had simply 

passed away in his sleep. Still, the man was shaken 

by his findings and ran from the building shouting 

for help. The Los Angeles Police Department were 

called to oversee what they presumed would be 

the scene of a typical natural death, but by the 

time they arrived things had taken a bizarre turn, 

and as they began to investigate, they soon realised 

that this case would be far from typical.

COME ON OVER!

The investigators had to push their way 

through an ever-increasing crowd of onlookers 

and journalists in order to get inside Taylor’s 

apartment. It seemed that news of the 

Hollywood director’s demise had spread faster 

than a Californian wildfire, but, no sooner had 

they closed the front door on the gathering 

photographers and rubberneckers outside, they 

were met with even more bustling activity within. 

The bungalow looked like the setting of a 

Hollywood film convention as stars and studio 

bosses hurried from room to room, emptying 

drawers and tidying objects away. Leading 

lady Edna Purviance, who frequently starred 

alongside Charlie Chaplin, explained to confused 
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investigators that she lived across the way and just wanted 

to see if she could do anything to help. She quickly left 

the scene. Meanwhile, documents were being burnt in 

the fireplace and photographs were being retrieved. The 

Queen of Comedy, Mabel Normand, had returned to 

collect a series of personal letters that she didn’t want to 

become public and, considering the frenzy of journalists 

outside, the police felt that she was probably right to do 

so. After all, this was no crime scene. Men and women 

came and went, removing boxes, the contents of which 

were never checked, with suspicious urgency. Later, it was 

claimed that one box contained bootleg alcohol, but this 

was never proven to be the case.

When an unassuming gentleman appeared at the 

front door claiming to be a doctor on his way to visit a 

patient close by and offering to help, the police led him 

through to the living room and showed him the body. The 

supposed physician glanced at the corpse and announced 

that Taylor had almost certainly died of a stomach 

haemorrhage. Having reassured the officers that nothing 

untoward had occurred, he simply slipped back into the 

crowd and disappeared, never to be seen again. 

The police told the myriad of characters, both inside 

and out, to disperse, but their orders were largely ignored 

and the bungalow was still heaving with interested parties 

by the time the coroner arrived at 9.20 a.m. A stretcher 

was called for as the coroner bent down to get a better 

look at the deceased. Having confirmed that he was indeed 

dead, the body was rolled over ready to be taken away. A 

pool of dark, gelatinous blood stained the expensive rug 

beneath. It had clearly come from the small bullet hole 

located in the doomed director’s back. A collective gasp 

from the room accompanied the coroner’s ominous words. 

This was no natural death: William Desmond Taylor had 

been murdered!

MABEL & MARY

The police panicked. After all, they had been letting 

potential suspects walk back and forth across the crime 

scene removing potentially crucial evidence. Captain 

David Adams now had the unenviable task of turning a 

routine police visit into a murder investigation. Everyone 

was ordered to wait outside as he desperately attempted 

to secure what was left of the scene. Next, neighbours 

were called in for questioning. Douglas MacLean and his 

wife Faith were the first to be interviewed since they lived 

directly opposite and had a perfect view of Taylor’s home. 

At around 8 p.m. the night before, MacLean heard a loud 

bang. His wife had gone to look out of the window and had 

spotted a figure dressed in a long coat, cap and muffler 

exiting the building a few moments later. She recalled 

 I HAVE THE STRANGEST, 

MOST GHASTLY FEELING THAT 

SOMETHING IS GOING TO 

HAPPEN TO ME 
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When the victim was 
turned over, the bullet 
wound was discovered

By: Kym Winters
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that the individual had walked in an odd manner and later 

stated that it could easily have been a woman dressed in 

men’s clothing. A second neighbour, Hazel Gillon, also 

witnessed a dark figure leaving the property.

All agreed that the last person to see Taylor alive had 

been his close friend Mabel Normand, putting her firmly 

in the number-one suspect spot. As a leading member 

of Mack Sennett’s Keystone Company, Mabel was a 

Hollywood superstar and much-loved comedienne. She 

was also battling an addiction to cocaine, something she 

was desperate to keep out of the tabloid newspapers. 

On the night of the murder Mabel claimed to have 

seen Taylor on the phone. She had waited until the 

conversation had finished before entering only to find 

Taylor in a distressed state. Although he didn’t want to 

talk about the call, Mabel told the police that he had stated 

“I have the strangest, most ghastly feeling that something 

is going to happen to me.” It was an ominous and all-too-

accurate premonition. 

Mabel had been invited by Taylor to pick up a book 

by Freud that he had purchased for her. This was later 

confirmed by manservant Peavey, who said that his boss 

had been introducing Mabel to good-quality literature. 

Her chauffeur recalled picking her up from the bungalow 

45 minutes later and taking her back home. Although the 

press seemed keen to implicate Ms Normand in the killing, 

her alibi appeared solid and she was removed from any 

lines of enquiry.

However, Mabel was quickly replaced with another 

suspect when police discovered a series of love letters 
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THE DOPE DEALERS
Drugs were a major problem in 1920s Hollywood, and many stars suffered with 

severe addictions. However, William Desmond Taylor stood out as one of the few 

luminaries who rejected such a lifestyle and discouraged all form of drugs on his 

set. When he discovered that his close friend Mabel Normand was struggling to 

overcome a long-term cocaine addiction he was determined to help her kick the 

habit and ensured that she received support from a renowned addiction clinic. 

This may well have infuriated local drug dealers who supplied the stars. In fact, a 

dope dealer known as Harry the Chink admitted to attempting to kill the meddling 

director while serving time in prison. Could a disgruntled dealer have finally 

succeeded in murdering Taylor? 

Handsome William 
Desmond Taylor caught 
the eye of many young 
starlets, but he kept his 
true sexual proclivities 
a closely guarded secret 
from the world

Mary Miles Minter 
may have looked like a 
beautiful angel but her 
behaviour behind the 
camera was far from 
sweet and innocent

FAR LEFT The San 

Francisco Examiner was 

quick to splash sordid 

details about the various 

Hollywood scandals 

across their front page, 

from Fatty Arbuckle’s 

trial to Taylor’s murder

LEFT William Desmond 

Taylor was an extremely 

well-respected and 

successful director and 

his death sent shock 

waves throughout 

Hollywood and beyond
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THE SCENE WAS SET FOR A REAL LIFE 

WHODUNIT WITH WITNESSES AT THE WINDOW 

AND THE KILLER LURKING IN THE SHADOWS

SETTING FOR A 
MURDER MYSTERY

The director lay on his back, concealing the 

shotgun wound. A chair had fallen over and 

rested on his leg. Initially it looked as though 

the victim had simply fallen off the chair and 

died of natural causes.

VICTIM WILLIAM 
DESMOND TAYLOR

A handkerchief was discovered on the floor 

beside the body, but since no one thought the 

situation suspicious, it was disregarded. Only 

after it became a murder scene did officers 

realise the importance of the article. By then, 

it had disappeared.

CLUE THE MONOGRAMMED 

HANDKERCHIEF

Both Mrs MacLean and Hazel Gillon witnessed a 

dark figure leaving Taylor’s property moments after 

the gunshot. Although dressed in a long coat, cap 

and muffler, they believed the person may have 

been a woman due to their effeminate walk.

CLUE THE MYSTERIOUS VISITOR
Actor Douglas MacLean and his wife Faith, 

lived opposite Taylor’s apartment and 

therefore had a perfect view of the mysterious 

character. Mrs MacLean was particularly 

struck by their face, saying that it appeared to 

be covered in thick stage makeup.

WITNESS THE MACLEAN’S

Taylor’s manservant, Henry Peavey, 

stated that when he arrived for work at 

7.30 a.m. the light was on in the lounge 

and the front door was unlocked, which, 

he claimed, was extremely unusual and 

alerted him that something was wrong.

EVENT AN OPEN DOOR

Taylor chose to walk Mabel Normand back to her 

car, which was parked just around the corner. 

This gave the killer ample time to slip in through 

the open front door to his house.

EVENT MS NORMAND LEAVES
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from actress Mary Miles Minter being used as a 

bookmark. The teenage star had clearly been infatuated 

with the older, cultured gentleman, who directed her in 

a number of movies, and she became obsessed. Had she 

been used and abused by her mentor? Or had she lost her 

temper when her childish advances had been rejected? 

Either way, she was now a prime suspect. 

Unfortunately for the police, Miss Minter also had an 

alibi. She claimed to have been at home, reading a book 

to her mother, sister and grandmother at the time of the 

murder. The police were stumped. Perhaps the autopsy 

would reveal fresh clues.

WILLIAM DEANE TANNER

The autopsy confirmed what the police already knew. 

Taylor had been shot once. The killer had been very close 

to the victim when firing the gun, a .38 Smith & Wesson. 

The bullet had entered his lung and finally stuck in his 

neck. So the police knew how the murder had occurred, 

they just didn’t know who had committed the crime, and 

soon they were to discover that they didn’t know who the 

victim was either.

A series of cheques, found on Taylor’s desk, led 

investigators to a woman in Southern California who 

turned out to be Taylor’s sister-in-law. She announced 

that the director was actually called William Deane 

Tanner, an Irishman who, like his brother Dennis, had 

abandoned his wife and child before heading off to 

Hollywood to find his fortune. Although he no longer 

spoke to his wife, Ethel May Harrison, he had renewed 

his relationship with daughter Daisy, offering her money 

to pay for her education. Had someone known of his past 

and consequently attempted to blackmail him? Taylor’s 

ex-secretary, Edward Sands, certainly knew of his previous 

identity. Having stolen jewellery, a car and a fortune 

in forged cheques, Taylor fired his employee but never 

pressed charges, suggesting that Sands had something on 

his boss. Police later discovered that the stolen jewellery 

had been pawned and the ticket made out to one William 

Deane Tanner. Sands clearly knew of his employer’s true 

identity and had been threatening him with exposure. 

Officers tracked Edward Sands only to discover that he 

had committed suicide. Once again, the investigation had 

run aground.

THE RUMOUR MILL

Throughout the investigation the press continued to 

muddy the waters with a never-ending stream of titillating 

rumours and gossip. Scandalous stories sold papers and 

nothing could be more popular than tales of Hollywood 

debauchery. Taylor was quickly rebranded an alcoholic 

womaniser. A bunch of keys found in his bedroom were 

said to open the boudoirs of any number of movie starlets 

since police could not find a use for them at Taylor’s 

premises. Cases of alcohol clearly showed the general 

public that Prohibition, which had been introduced in 

1920, didn’t stop the likes of Taylor and links with illegal 

bootleggers were assumed.

Lurid stories of pornographic images supposedly found 

in his home were said to depict hundreds of celebrated 

actresses in compromising positions with the deceased 

director. A locked box was said to have housed women’s 

underwear. Each saucy item had, they claimed, been 

labelled with a date and initials. One particularly alluring 

nightgown bore the embroidered initials M.M.M. The 

tabloid press went into a frenzy, linking Mary Miles 

Minter with the killing once again despite her alibi. Taylor, 

Mary, Mabel, Edward Sands and even Taylor’s servant, 

Henry Peavey, were dragged through the mud, their 

reputations left in tatters. The press had somehow found 

out that Peavey had previously been arrested for soliciting 

young men close to Taylor’s home. Clearly Taylor had 

surrounded himself with disreputable characters and it 

was almost certainly one of these seedy associations that 

had led to his death. 

Although there was plenty of speculation and a variety 

of far-fetched theories being touted as facts, the actual 

evidence was practically non-existent, largely due to the 

contaminated crime scene. An officer had discovered a 

monogrammed handkerchief close to Taylor’s body and 

had picked it up and left it on the desk nearby. By the time 

investigators had realised that they were dealing with a 

murder, much of the evidence had vanished, including the 

initialled hanky, which was most likely a vital clue.

The list of suspects stretched to over 300 but each trail 

quickly went cold, leaving the frazzled investigators right 

back where they started. The case remained open but 

untouched for a number of years, relegated to a pile of old 

unsolved crimes. 

However, when a new district attorney decided to run 

his eye over the case, a number of new clues and, more 

importantly, a new suspect, came to light.

 THE POLICE WERE SOON  

TO DISCOVER THAT THEY 

DIDN’T KNOW WHO THE  

VICTIM WAS EITHER 

Edna had starred 

alongside Charlie 

Chaplin and was a 

close friend of Mabel 

Normand. Despite 

rumours that Mabel had 

been present when the 

body was discovered, 

Edna stated that it was 

the police who called 

her to Taylor’s home two 

days later.

WITNESS

MS EDNA 
PURVIANCE

As police searched 

the surrounding area, 

officers discovered a pile 

of cigarette butts and 

footprints in the mud 

behind Taylor’s home. It 

seemed that the killer 

had been waiting for the 

right moment to strike.

CLUE

KILLER CLUES 
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Secrets were unearthed 
from William Desmond 
Taylor’s possessions

By: Kym Winters
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THE ARRIVAL OF ASA KEYES CAST A NEW LIGHT ON 

THE INFAMOUS WILLIAM DESMOND TAYLOR CASETHE INVESTIGATION
Charlotte Shelby was a typical failed actress,  

one who was determined to instead make 

it big through the talents of her youngest 

daughter. Unfortunately, blue-eyed beauty 

Juliet was too young to appear on the stage, 

so her mother stole the identity and birth 

certificate of her recently deceased niece, 

renaming her child Mary Miles Minter. As 

screen legend Mary Pickford grew older, 

Hollywood needed a new ‘sweetheart’, and 

Shelby was determined that her daughter 

would fill the role.

However, Mary wasn’t quite as 

wholesome as she was portrayed, and 

it was left to mother to defend 

the teenager’s honour. Rumours 

of illicit under-age affairs with 

directors and leading men 

regularly filled film magazine 

gossip columns, making Shelby 

a paranoid companion on high 

alert, shadowing Mary at every 

turn. Witnesses even overheard 

her threatening Taylor, yelling, “If I ever 

catch you hanging around Mary again, I will 

blow your goddamned brains out!”

Four years after the tragic event, District 

Attorney Asa Keyes decided to investigate 

a little deeper having discovered that the 

overbearing woman was reported to own a 

.38 Smith & Wesson gun. Shelby had been 

dismissed as a suspect since she shared 

the same alibi as her daughter, but what if 

Mary was covering for her mother? Both 

Mary and Charlotte were sticking to their 

story, but Margaret, Mary’s older sister, had 

been noticeably quiet on the subject. Keyes 

determined to speak with Margaret without 

Shelby looming over her shoulder.

Margaret was quick to confirm that she 

had been with Mary but not at their own 

home. Rather, she and her sister had gone 

to visit their grandmother, where they had 

taken it in turns to read aloud. And what of 

Ms Shelby? Margaret admitted her mother 

had not been with them. 

Charlotte Shelby had supposedly stayed 

at home, entertaining a friend, Mr Carl 

Stockdale. The night watchman had also 

been present. Stockdale agreed that he 

had been with Shelby on the night of the 

murder. Keyes, who had been so keen to get 

to the truth, rapidly changed his opinion 

and the Minter-Shelby line of enquiry was 

dramatically shut down.

However, things were not quite as 

straightforward as they first seemed. 

Shelby’s watertight alibi began to spring a 

leak in 1931 when she sued her accountant 

and one-time lover, Les Henry, for missing 

funds. He readily admitted that he had been 

siphoning money from Mary’s earnings but 

claimed that he had been committing fraud 

on Shelby’s instruction. The money was then 

passed on to Shelby, who used the cash to 

silence various people including members of 

the press and former DA Thomas Woolwine 

and DA Keyes. On closer inspection it was 

discovered that a regular cash sum was also 

sent to Stockdale. Shelby had bought herself 

an alibi and paid off the DA to look elsewhere 

for the murderer. The night watchman, Jim 

Smith, who also claimed to have spent the 

evening with Shelby, had previously worked 

for former DA Woolwine. In fact, he had 

never been employed by Shelby.

Assistant District Attorney 

Buron Fitts replaced Asa Keyes 

as DA in 1929 but, as with the 

officials before him, he shied 

away from anything to do with 

Shelby, choosing to follow other 

leads despite the obvious lack of 

hard evidence. 

It would eventually come out that other 

lines of enquiry had also been overlooked 

with, raising further questions. Why had 

police officers been instructed to pursue 

Edward Sands, Taylor’s ex-secretary, even 

though he did not fit the description given 

by Faith MacLean and Hazel Gillon? The 

fact that Sands had known of Taylor’s true 

identity seemed an unlikely reason to kill him 

and, more importantly, if Sands had intended 

to blackmail Taylor, he would need to keep 

him alive if he wanted to maintain a regular 

pay-out. 

It seemed that there were more reasons 

to not solve the case than there ever were to 

solve it.

FATTY THE FALL GUY
The press soon realised that sex scandals sold papers 

and were continuously on the lookout for the next 

salacious scoop. When 27-year-old starlet Virginia 

Rappe died in hospital four days after attending a 

wild celebrity party, reporters were deeply interested. 

Before long superstar Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, a highly 

popular Hollywood comedian who had been present at 

the party, was accused of raping the girl. One drunken 

witness claimed that he had leapt on her, repeatedly 

assaulting her and ultimately rupturing her bladder. 

Long before his actual trial the general public had 

found him culpable and his $3,000,000 contract was 

revoked. He was found not guilty in a court of law but 

by then it was too late. His career was over.

 RUMOURS OF ILLICIT UNDER-

AGE AFFAIRS WITH DIRECTORS AND 

LEADING MEN REGULARLY FILLED 

FILM MAGAZINE GOSSIP COLUMNS 

Could his disgruntled 
ex-secretary have been 
capable of murder? 

By: Kym Winters
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THE AFTERMATH 

In 1983, while researching into the life of 

King Vidor, author Sidney Kirkpatrick found 

a locked box hidden behind a boiler in Vidor’s 

ranch. It contained a fascinating collection of 

letters, transcripts of secret interviews, diary 

entries and observations pertaining to the 

mystery of William Desmond Taylor’s murder. 

Vidor, a director working during the silent-

film era, had known the victim and many of 

the suspects. As an elderly man of 72, he had 

decided to write a screenplay about the murder 

and, in doing so, began to unravel the truth 

from the lies, the fact from the fiction. 

Perhaps as mysterious as the murder itself, 

Vidor came to his conclusions but chose to 

hide the research with the intention of never 

revealing his findings to the public. Having 

made the discovery, Kirkpatrick dropped the 

notion to write the definitive biography of 

King Vidor, preferring to publish the director’s 

remarkable investigations instead.

It appeared that the investigation had been 

flawed from the start. Clues had disappeared 

and never made it into the official case, while 

other evidence, such as the discovery of three 

blond hairs on the clothing that Taylor was 

wearing the night of the murder, were recorded 

but not made public or presented before a 

court. It was stated that the hair matched that 

of Mary Miles Minter.

Mary’s sister Margaret had claimed that 

Mary had gone to see Taylor on that fateful 

evening but had hidden away when Mabel 

Normand had arrived. Shelby watched Mabel 

leave and then snuck into the bungalow only to 

see her daughter in the shadows. She had shot 

Taylor and escaped with Mary, desperate to 

preserve her ‘honour’. 

Taylor had never known that Mary was in 

his home and had never shown any interest 

in her other than in a fatherly manner. Mary’s 

infatuation had been consistently rebuffed 

by the director. Vidor had discovered that 

the police were in possession of some of the 

bullets from Shelby’s gun but had chosen not to 

declare their findings.

The studio had arrived at the scene, not to 

protect Shelby, but to preserve the reputation of 

Taylor, since they knew he was a homosexual 

and they were determined not to have another 

sex scandal on their hands. It would appear 

that the film industry, masters of illusion, 

had been feeding the press with tales of 

pornographic photos and fancy underwear in 

order to avoid the truth coming out, believing 

that the public would find a womaniser far 

more palatable than a gay man. Edward Sands 

had been planning to blackmail Taylor when 

he had discovered his sexual preferences but 

had panicked when his meal ticket had been 

murdered and so committed suicide.

Vidor was convinced that he had solved the 

case, and the theory is indeed a compelling 

one. Unfortunately, it can only ever be a 

theory since the police, the three successive 

district attorneys and almost certainly the 

killer, destroyed any evidence. Perhaps it was 

inevitable that a murder in Hollywood would 

transform from fact into fiction. 

HAD THE CASE SECRETLY BEEN SOLVED IN 1967 BY A FILM DIRECTOR?

ABOVE The scandal ruined Mary Miles 

Minter, and by the age of 21 her film 

career was over. She became an interior 

decorator, passing away in 1984

ABOVE RIGHT William Desmond Taylor 

(born William Cunningham Deane-Tanner) 

is buried in Catherdral Mausoleum at the 

Hollywood Forever Cemetary, Los Angeles
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In one possible scenario, 
Mary Miles Minter 
witnessed the murder

By: Kym Winters
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ROCK STAR PAEDOPHILE

“ YOUR 
BABY 
BELONGS 
TO ME”
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DID DRUG ABUSE WARP IAN 
WATKINS’ MIND, OR WAS THIS 
MANIPULATIVE PAEDOPHILE 
TREADING A DARK PATH LONG 
BEFORE HE BEGAN TO “SPREAD 
HIS EVIL”?
WORDS TANITA MATTHEWS

H
e was a worldwide celebrity from a small town in South 

Wales who, without warning, was revealed as one of 

the “worst paedophiles in British history.” In 2013, Ian 

Watkins, the front man of rock band Lostprophets, was 

sentenced to 35 years behind bars for unimaginable sexual 

abuse involving two children under the age of one – one 

victim was just 11 months old. 

These truly abhorrent crimes involved two “superfans”, 

known only to the media as Woman A and Woman B: the 

two co-defendants had freely offered Watkins the innocence 

of their children as the ultimate sacrifice, as though he 

were some kind of god, for a “summer of filthy incest and 

child porn.” Fans, friends and family were aware that the 

alternative rock singer with a reputation as a ‘straight edge’ 

musician was spiralling down a dark path of hard drugs and 

inappropriate behaviour, and although his band members and 

closest friends pleaded with him to seek help for his drug 

addiction, not even they knew the vile world and “shocking 

depravity” Watkins concealed behind hotel doors.

The Important Ones

Welshman Watkins was born in the town of Merthyr Tydfil 

but grew up in Pontypridd after moving there when his 

father died of an epileptic fit. Watkins was just five at the 

time. While at primary school, Watkins made friends with 

Mike Lewis, who would become the band’s bassist. Watkins’ 

mother, Elaine, remarried a Baptist minister and Watkins 

went on to graduate from the University of South Wales with 

a first-class honours degree in graphic design. However, it 

was his musical talent that propelled him in to a celebrity 

lifestyle with fawning fans. The band Lostprophets was 

formed in 1997. Lead singer Watkins, along with his bassist 

and childhood best friend Lewis, drummer Mike Chiplin 

and guitarist Lee Gaze, formed a solid rock group and shot 

to fame in the early 2000s after their debut album, The Fake 

Sound Of Progress, rocketed through the music charts.

In the early days of their career, the band insisted that 

they were a ‘straight edge’ group, part of a subculture of the 

hardcore punk scene that the band were connected to. They 

renounced the sex, drugs and rock and roll lifestyle that 

was such a renowned cliché in the music industry. Watkins’ 

bad-boy image paired with his clean-cut lifestyle appealed to 

angsty teenagers moved by his nu-metal lyrics. The group’s 

fan base rapidly expanded. Their reputation earned them 

slots supporting bigger bands like Linkin Park, as well as 

stage space at popular music festivals including Reading 

Festival in 2001, where they played alongside top-ranking 

artists such as Marilyn Manson, Queens Of The Stone Age 

and Manic Street Preachers.

In 2006, singles A Town Called Hypocrisy and Rooftops, 

both taken from their third album, Liberation Transmission, 
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were massively successful, each entering the top ten of the 

music charts. With each new album came a worldwide tour. 

Although not a particularly high-profile celebrity himself, 

Watkins was linked to numerous famous and charismatic 

women including a brief fling with British presenter Alexa 

Chung in 2007 and a year-long relationship with DJ Fearne 

Cotton in 2008. The band was going places and Watkins 

was at the front of it all. But in the background, he began to 

engage in some very unsavoury habits.

At first dabbling in cocaine, he then gravitated towards 

harder drugs such as crystal meth. “It was very well 

publicised that Ian had a problem with drugs. His behaviour 

as being a bit of a loose cannon, a bit unhinged and the fact 

that he liked to dabble in drugs and alcohol, that was very 

well known,” said a veteran music journalist who agreed 

to speak to us about Watkins (who he has interviewed on a 

number of occasions) so long as he remained anonymous. 

“They headlined Download (festival) in 2007 – that was 

certainly widely acknowledged to be a time he was frequently 

not with it and away with the fairies. It certainly seems, from 

things that came out in the aftermath, that there’s a very clear 

link between his dabbling with very strong drugs and his 

questionable and depraved behaviour.”

A video discovered in Watkins’ possession in 2012, which 

dated back to 2007, features a 16-year-old female who had 

flown from the US to meet Watkins, and demonstrates the 

dark path he was heading down even then. It shows the girl, 

who was a virgin, dressed in a school uniform and engaging 

in oral, vaginal and anal sex with Watkins. Watkins refers 

to the girl as his “underage slut” before urinating on her 

face. This was not an isolated incident, as police found 

more videos featuring similar content. One dating back to 

2008 shows another of Watkins’ sexual encounters with 

a different 16-year-old female, who he encourages to 

snort cocaine. It was clear that Watkins’ attitude towards 

his female fans was already unsavoury and demeaning, 

but both girls were of consenting age, so while his behaviour 

was lewd and questionable it was not, at this stage, illegal. 

In 2007, the singer invited a female fan and her daughter 

backstage at one of his shows. He signed a poster for the 

woman’s daughter addressing her as “beautiful”. The female 

fan began to feel uneasy when, a few years later, after seeing 

a picture of him and her daughter from the encounter, 

Watkins said that he and his young fan would make a 

“good-looking” couple. She thought it a wildly inappropriate 

comment, considering her daughter was just seven years 

old. She told Welsh news agency WalesOnline, “He would 

try and convince each girl they were the only one he would 

talk to, they were the only important one.” It was an ominous 

foreshadowing of the rock star’s manipulative behaviour.

“Only If I can Fuck Her”

No one came to know this more than Watkins’ former 

partner Joanne Mjadzelics, who met the singer online 

in 2006 and became embroiled in his sick fantasies. 

When approached by Real Crime for a comment on her 

experiences with Watkins, Mjadzelics politely declined. A 

ABOVE The band members, 

with the exception of Watkins, 

all had young children of their 

own when the allegations 

against him transpired, leaving 

them sickened and disgusted 

by his actions 

IAN WATKINS



“YOUR BABY BELONGS TO ME”

sex tape named ‘Jo Filth’ shows the pair discussing online 

incest. As well as role-playing a brother and sister, the pair 

also discussed kidnapping a brother and sister from outside a 

school, killing one and raping another. Watkins confessed his 

predilections for children to Mjadzelics but later claimed it 

was the cocaine talking, according to statements she made to 

police after she was arrested in 2013. Mjadzelics was accused 

(and later found not guilty) of possessing and distributing 

images of child sex abuse. “I was a cokehead at the time. 

I was totally in love with the guy and was saying things to 

make him excited,” she told the court.

The turning point came in 2008 when Mjadzelics stopped 

taking cocaine and realised that the discussions between her 

and Watkins had gone too far. When she raised this with 

Watkins, she was forced to sign a gagging order about their 

illicit conversations. That same year, despite the order, she 

went to South Wales Police and Pontypridd Social Services 

concerning a picture of a young girl sent to her by Watkins. 

Snapped in his bedroom, the girl, who Watkins described as 

“super flirty”, was estimated to have been four or five years 

old. In her right hand she held a picture of a semi-naked 

Mjadzelics, which Mjadzelics had sent to Watkins when 

he asked her how he could sniff cocaine off her bum if 

she wasn’t there. Also seen in the picture is a line of what 

appears to be cocaine, a razor blade and, in the little girl’s left 

hand, a rolled up £20 note. 

Mjadzelics claims that although she reported Watkins, 

the paedophile remained at large for a further four years 

before being arrested. Police told her that she did not have 

enough evidence and, in a shocking twist, threatened her 

with “harassment charges”. Watkins told the police that the 

claimant was a deranged stalker, not to be believed. “This 

guy is able to say, ‘That’s my ex,’ or, ‘I hooked up with 

them once, and now they’re obsessed with me and 

stalking me,’ and people believed it because that does 

happen,” said our source. “He was very manipulative 

and clever in that he took things that were accepted 

and used them as a cloak and hid behind them.”

Mjadzelics became riddled with self-doubt, and 

by 2010 had apologised to Watkins, believing 

that she had jumped to conclusions and was 

wrong about the star. Weeks later, in a hotel 

room, Watkins showed her a video of a 

child being raped on his laptop. “The 

first thing I saw was a child crying and 

screaming, and I saw a video of a 

young girl being raped,” she would 

later tell jurors when she stood 

trial for possessing images of child 

sex abuse. “And I looked at him 

and I just saw an evil smirk on 

his face. He was looking for a 

reaction and all I did was cry 

and I said he had to go.” Afraid 

she would not be believed if she 

contacted the police, she did 

not speak to the star again until 

2011. Meanwhile Watkins was 

clearly carrying on with his sick 

perversions, preying on mothers to satisfy his sick fantasies. 

When talking to the fan whose daughter he had shown 

an interest in years earlier, the mother asked if Watkins 

would DJ at her now-ten-year-old’s birthday party, to which 

Watkins replied: “Only if I can fuck her.” 

Mjadzelics was bombarded with messages on social 

media the following year from Watkins, who was, at this 

time, in Los Angeles recording a new album with the band. 

A picture attached to a message showed a five-year-old girl, 

the daughter of an “obsessed druggie groupie”, who Watkins 

claimed to have raped while in LA. 

Still determined to catch the paedophile out, Mjadzelics 

continued to try to maintain Watkins’ trust and report him 

to the police, telling them what Watkins had confessed to. 

She claims she offered to give the force her laptop containing 

a number of pictures Watkins had sent her of child abuse, 

but the officer she spoke to refused to take it. Mjadzelics 

claims she revisited police once more the following year 

having spoken to Woman A and Woman B, and obtained 

a confession from them that Watkins had abused their 

children. “Honestly, in my opinion, he’s one of the worst 

paedophiles in British history,” said our anonymous source. “I 

cannot think of many worse than him.”

Crossing The Line

While touring with the band, playing shows and making 

special TV appearances, it became apparent that Watkins was 

becoming distant. Interviews with the band that had once 

been jovial and full of energy became strained and tense, 

and Watkins at times failed to show up at all. “His behaviour 

in general was very widely regarded as to have been on a 

slippery slope for a number of years. It ranged from being a 

bit of a diva, to a coked-up diva to someone who was very 

isolated, very weird and very much a loner, even in his own 

group,” our source confirmed. The band members confronted 

 THE PAIR DISCUSSED KIDNAPPING  
A BROTHER AND SISTER FROM OUTSIDE A 

SCHOOL, KILLING ONE AND RAPING ANOTHER 

RIGHT Watkins invited one fan to 

his shows around the world in 

order to “help him” and to “find 

us some young sluts to abuse”

Joanne Mjadzelics, from 
Doncaster, was arrested 
in January 2013 as part 
of Operation Globe – a 
worldwide investigation 
into her paedophile ex’s 
illegal activities
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Watkins about his drug taking. At first he denied it, then 

claimed he had been taking it as an ‘experiment’, wanting to 

see how it felt to write songs from another perspective – the 

band weren’t buying it and Watkins said the experiment 

would stop. 

Instead the drug abuse appeared to get worse. Doing 

crystal meth, Watkins’ sex drive was sky-high, a common 

effect of the drug on users. Our source said: “Singers have the 

reputation of being the biggest divas, because they’re the face 

and voice of a band. So when a singer from a successful band 

like Lostprophets seems isolated or is disappearing, you don’t 

think anything of it. You have no reason to think, ‘I wonder 

if that person is being a paedophile.’ That would never cross 

your mind. You would think they might be off meeting a 

woman in a hotel room and it so happens he was, but it just 

so happens they weren’t alone.”

According to court documents, 19-year-old Woman A 

met Watkins in late 2011. A couple of months later the pair 

were discussing sexually assaulting her 11-month-old son. 

On 2 April 2012, the pair checked into the K West Hotel 

where Watkins was recorded twice attempting to rape the 

child. In the background, the boy’s mother can be heard 

encouraging the rock star’s attempts. The details, too 

depraved to be published, show that both his mother and 

Watkins repeatedly sexually assaulted the victim through the 

night. Unfortunately the abuse the victim suffered continued 

intermittently for a further six months. “The enjoyment both 

of you can be seen to derive from what you were doing is 

both sickening and incomprehensible,” said the judge during 

his sentencing statements.

The band noticed at this time that Watkins’ drug abuse 

was out of control and, by 2012, the singer had become 

completely dependant on drugs to function on a day-to-day 

basis. Our source confirmed to us that following a headline 

tour of the UK in April 2012, “Someone who had known 

Watkins for quite a while and was familiar with a lot of bands 

from the scene,” had walked in to Watkins’ dressing room to 

witness the star behind a DJ deck “in his own world, treating 

it like he was DJing to a packed club in Ibiza, having the best 

time and clearly off his head.” 

“People knew he wasn’t right,” said our source before 

adding, “His behaviour was odd and erratic, performing your 

own DJ set in your dressing room when there’s basically no 

one else in there, you’re not of sound mind.” 

Speaking to British newspaper The Times in 2014, Karen 

Ruttner, the band’s manager and Watkins’ former partner, 

said that his personal hygiene suffered greatly. “He was 

Worldwide Lostprophets sold 3.5 million 

records, and Watkins was reportedly worth 

$500,000 at the height of his career

BELOW In May 2012, Woman B 

and Watkins met at the Maldron 

Hotel in Cardiff. Records show 

that the pair checked into the 

hotel at 11.10pm, and checked 

out at 8am the following morning

WHILE THE SUCCESS OF LOSTPROPHETS SNOWBALLED, 

WATKINS PURSUED EVER DARKER INTERESTSLIVING A DOUBLE LIFE 
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26 JUNE 2006
Lostprophets release their 

third album, Liberation 

Transmission, which 

reaches number one in 

the UK music charts.

AUGUST 2008
Lostprophets play in Paris, France, 

at the Rock en Seine festival with 

artists such as Kate Nash, Rage 

Against The Machine and the 

Plain White T’s.

APRIL 2007
Lostprophets release 

4AM:Forever, the final 

single from album 

Liberation Transmission.

AUGUST 2008
The band is a 

headline act at the 

prestigious V Festival 

in Chelmsford in 

the UK.

AUGUST 2009
Lostprophets headline 

the NME/Radio 1 stage at 

Reading and Leeds festival 

over the bank holiday.

DECEMBER 2006
Having messaged Watkins 

for several weeks, Joanne 

Mjadzelics meets with him 

for the first time at a hotel in 

Leeds, where the two make 

a sex tape.

MARCH 2007
Watkins films a 

sexual encounter 

with a 16-year-old 

fan from the USA, 

referring to her as his 

“underage slut”.

AUGUST 2008
Watkins discloses to 

Mjadzelics that he slept 

with a 14-year-old girl. 

Mjadzelics assumes it is 

the cocaine talking and 

does not go to the police.

OCTOBER 2008 
Watkins videos a young 

fan performing oral sex 

on him before she is 

presented with some white 

powder, which Watkins 

tells her is cocaine.

25 DECEMBER 2008
Mjadzelics receives 

several indecent images 

of children from Watkins. 

Four days later, she reports 

her concerns to South 

Wales Police. 



LEFT South Wales Police have 

said they are working “tirelessly” 

to determine if there are any 

more of Watkins’ victims 

“YOUR BABY BELONGS TO ME”

27

2010 2011 2012

JANUARY 2010

Despite the fact that 

recording had begun a 

whole two years before, 

Lostprophets’ new 

album, The Betrayed, 

isn’t released until the 

new year.

FEBRUARY 2010
Lostprophets 

commence their 

UK tour, but their 

Doncaster date 

is cancelled and 

refunded. No reason 

is given.

APRIL 2012
The band release their fourth 

and (what is to be their) final 

album, Weapons. On the 

night of their record-release 

party, the group all stay in a 

hotel in Shepherd’s Bush.

MAY 2012
Lostprophets play 

Jera On Air in the 

Netherlands, where 

they perform alongside 

bands Young Guns, 

This Is Hell and Kids 

In Glass Houses.

NOVEMBER 2012
In what is their final 

show as a band, 

Lostprohets play at 

the Newport Centre 

in Wales.

MARCH 2011
The singer tells a mother he will play at 

her daughter’s tenth birthday party if he 

can sleep with the child, before posting 

a winky face and telling the woman: 

“you hate it that she thinks I’m hot.”

AUGUST 2011
Watkins begins to 

correspond with 

Woman A online.

APRIL 2012
A lengthy video is recorded in a 

hotel room at the K West Hotel 

in Shepherds Bush showing 

Watkins attempting to rape 

Woman A’s son as she looks on.

SEPTEMBER 2012
A split-screen Skype 

call is recorded between 

Woman B and Watkins, 

and Woman B sexually 

abuses her child while 

Watkins watches.

OCTOBER 2012
Watkins and Woman B meet 

in Wales on two occasions. 

There is no record of the 

victim being present but 

there is “compelling” 

evidence she is.

DECEMBER 2012
News breaks of the 

singer’s charges, 

which include being 

accused of raping 

a baby.



disgusting, so messed up. He was starting to have issues with 

his teeth falling out and rotting. He let his hygiene go, he was 

never showering. He looked bloated and unhealthy and his 

skin was getting bad,” she told the publication. 

“Regardless of maybe rumours or odd behaviour, I don’t 

for one second think that anyone knew what was going on,” 

said our source. “Not for one second do I think that anybody 

thought, ‘This man is sexually abusing babies.’”

On 24 May 2012, Woman A sent Watkins a message of 

epic betrayal: “The boy is ready to be abused.” 

“I think we have gone easy on him so far,” said Watkins in 

August, “time to teach him and MAKE him learn to love it.” 

That month Watkins booked a room at the Maldron Hotel in 

Cardiff for two adults and a child. Messages later recovered 

along with a train ticket confirm the woman’s journey. Data 

confiscated by the police shows that the pair regularly stayed 

in contact via the internet and subjected the victim to more 

abuse via video chats. 

Much like the messages he had sent to Woman A, Watkins 

was determined to “push boundaries”, telling Woman B 

in August 2012 that he wanted to “cross the line”. In one 

message he told her, “If you belong to me then so does your 

baby.” To which the “superfan” more than willingly agreed 

– the pair of them would “worship” Watkins, she told him. 

More so, Watkins and the mother discussed teaching the 

victim about bestiality and how to use hard drugs such as 

crack cocaine. In all of this, Watkins saw an innocent baby as 

his “little fucktoy”. There appeared to be no limits to what 

the pair were prepared to subject the victim to, including 

“whoring her out to fat old men.” On a webcam on 12 

What category does Ian Watkins fall into as a 

child sex offender?

He’s like any of the [worst] paedophiles, the most 

narcissistic. He’s one step off child murderer, that’s 

where I would place him. The next stage is child 

rape and murder, and you have to remember that 

when you sexually assault children who are very 

young, you put them in a situation where it can be 

fatal anyway. 

Why does someone like Watkins specifically pick 

really young children?

Most paedophiles believe that the relationships 

they have with the victims are involving the 

child fully, that the child feels happy in that 

relationship and enjoys it. He doesn’t care: if you’re 

assaulting babies then you know for a fact they 

can’t ‘consent’, they don’t have the conscious 

ability, you’re not even beginning to have a dialogue about whether or not this is a 

relationship, which is delusional – it’s always nonreciprocal. I imagine his sexual 

satisfaction is gained from knowing that they are completely helpless and that he has 

coerced women to actually involve themselves in his predilection. That it is probably 

the most coercive state to be able to get a woman who has given birth to a child, 

and then allow that child to be violated in such a dangerous, aggressive and hostile 

manner. That’s probably the biggest triumph for someone like him, who has control 

issues, that he’s managed to turn nature against itself. These women weren’t well-

known paedophiles, they were coerced in to that relationship and it demonstrates 

how manipulation, power and control can distort the most protective mechanism 

such as motherhood. 

What does the lack of remorse show about his psyche? 

In some ways a good thing about this particular individual is that he is so arrogant, 

so narcissistic, so self-congratulatory on who he is and what he does, because he 

puts himself into a position where his guilt is without question. As much as he thinks 

he’s being clever, the truth is that his own stupidity and his own glib behaviour are 

the things that demonstrate how aware of his actions he is. He’s definitely on the 

psychopathic spectrum, there’s no doubt about that. He didn’t see himself in the 

same context as Jimmy Savile, he saw himself as something different. He believes 

he’s all powerful and that demonstrates how far out of reality he was. 

He was using some really hardcore drugs, can that in someway be to blame for 

his abhorrent behaviour?

Crystal meth won’t make you a paedophile. It may make you more impulsive, more 

compulsive, more obsessive, aggressive, and make what you do slightly more 

dangerous. He may have wanted to molest babies before, but on crystal meth 

it might have gone further. Crystal meth will have given him licence to act even 

more abhorrently and maybe that shows that his addiction was potentially within 

him. I wonder, despite him being a heinous bastard, was there this internal battle 

within him where he felt a need to escape himself? Did crystal meth give him those 

compulsions, and an impulse to do what he wanted to do and have an excuse for 

it? Maybe he was already aware that there was something really dark about him and 

therefore the addiction spiralled because he needed to do what he wanted to do and 

he felt terrible about it to some degree. He was always going to be that malevolent 

individual and a child abuser, that’s definitely in his nature, however, the internet 

has brought people together who should be ashamed of themselves, who can find 

hundreds of thousands of other people who think this to be completely normal.

WERE DRUGS ENTIRELY TO BLAME OR WAS WATKINS A 

SEXUAL PREDATOR IN THE MAKING? PSYCHOLOGIST EMMA 

KENNY EXPLAINS

THE EVIL WITHIN

BIO

Emma Kenny is a Manchester-

based psychologist who has 

extensive experience in dealing 

with violent sexual crimes, 

including commentary on CI’s 

Britain’s Darkest Taboos.

EMMA KENNY

IAN WATKINS

28



September, the mother subjected her baby to more sexual 

abuse and, all the while, Watkins watched, aroused and 

completely unashamed of what was taking place.

Compelling evidence documented by the court shows that 

‘B’ took her baby daughter to a Travelodge in Caerphilly on 2 

October and/or the Radisson in Cardiff on 23 October, where 

they met Watkins. When first arrested, the child’s mother 

denied having met him on those days, later changing her 

story to say that she had left the baby with family. There is no 

record of what happened at these hotels but a sample of the 

victim’s hair shows that she was exposed to crystal meth.

“I Fuk Kidz”

In October 2012, the police raided Watkins’ home for drugs 

and arrested him. They confiscated his computer and he 

was released on conditional bail that he was to remain under 

24-hour surveillance on his forthcoming British tour. The 

band was aware by this point that the police suspected their 

band mate of possessing child pornography. But when they 

challenged him, Watkins once again blamed it on a “crazed 

stalker” who was out to get him. Still, the idea that Watkins 

could be suspected of raping infants was far from being 

suspected. “I was at Warped Tour in November 2012 with 

my girlfriend at the time,” said our source, “while I was 

working she was with friends. She came up to me later in the 

night and told me she had been outside Alexander Palace, 

near the smoking area talking to someone, and a young girl 

she estimated to be about 14 or 15 had come running up 

to security in floods of tears. She told them she had been 

round by the tour bus area and claimed that Ian Watkins had 

groped her. Security basically just said, ‘I don’t think that 

really happened, sounds like you might have had too much 

to drink. Move along.’” Nobody suspected Watkins of being 

capable of assaulting his fans, or were willing to consider it.

Just days before his arrest, Watkins had been working 

on a project with a well-known music magazine. While the 

camera was rolling he was asked to comment on newsworthy 

items including the Jimmy Savile case, which also broke in 

2012. “I’m not touching that,” Watkins coldly replied. But 

just days later a cache of child sex abuse footage was found 

on ‘cloud’ storage belonging to the singer. The Government 

Communications Headquarters had cracked his encrypted 

laptop; they had discovered that the password to his sick 

world was, “I fuk kidz”. 

Because of his worldwide escapades as a travelling 

musician, the case against Watkins became one that involved 

Homeland Security in the US, a number of other police forces 

in the UK, the National Crime Agency’s Child Exploitation 

and Online Protection Centre command, local authorities 

in England and Wales, and the National Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC). 

The band, along with the rest of the public, learned of 

the allegations when the morning news broke following his 

 WATKINS AND THE MOTHER DISCUSSED 
TEACHING THE VICTIM ABOUT BESTIALITY AND 

HOW TO USE HARD DRUGS 

“YOUR BABY BELONGS TO ME”
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Sally O’Neill, QC, 
representing Watkins, argued 
during his appeal that his 
sentence was too high, but 
judges threw out the singer’s 
plea for less prison time

ABOVE The evidence against 

Watkins, including his 

homemade videos, was 

considered so distressing that 

counselling was arranged for 

the jurors at Cardiff Crown Court 

who were about to watch the 

rock star’s catalogue of abuse



arrest on 12 December 2012. “I remember the day when 

it broke,” said our source. “I remember waking up at half 

past seven to a lot of missed calls and looking at my phone 

thinking someone had died. I called the first person back 

– another guy in my office – who sent me to the BBC web 

page ‘Lostprophets singer accused of child sex abuse’ and 

I just went, ‘Oh my god, wow.’ Because of the source and 

the nature of the allegations, I knew there had to be some 

credible information, they had named the guy on their 

homepage and they’d named his charges. You are not doing 

that unless you are pretty damn sure you’ve got something. 

It wasn’t disbelief but just shock.” 

Watkins had been identified by his distinctive arm 

tattoos, which had been visible in the 17-minute long video 

of him attempting to rape Mother A’s son. But yet again, 

Watkins claimed that the videos had been digitally altered by 

a deranged fan who was attempting to frame him.

“It Was Mega-Lolz”

In October 2013, the remaining members of the band 

announced that they would be splitting up and to this day 

show no interest in speaking with Watkins. Real Crime 

attempted to reach the members, who have now formed a 

new band, for a comment, but did not receive a response. At 

Cardiff Crown Court in November 2013, three co-defendants 

stood accused of a total of 32 charges. 36-year-old Watkins 

was charged with the majority of these, totalling 24 sexual 

offences including raping a baby, sexually assaulting a 

baby, conspiring to rape a child, and possessing, making 

and distributing indecent images of children. The mothers, 

Woman A and Woman B, also stood accused of crimes 

relating to the case. The trial was expected to last three 

weeks and friends and family of both the accused and the 

victims waited nervously as the jurors and the judge filed in 

to the courtroom.

Watkins and Woman A had, until this stage, furiously 

denied the claims but, in a shocking turn of events, both 

pleaded guilty at the 11th hour. Watkins admitted he was a 

paedophile and pleaded guilty to 13 sexual offences including 

two of attempting to rape a baby. Our credible source, who 

is close to a number of Watkins’ friends, said: “I was told 

by people who knew him that, essentially, his own solicitor 

had said, ‘Ian, you did this. Don’t put these people in that 

courtroom through this, don’t make them look at this and 

read these reports. Nothing good can come of it and you’re 

going to lose.’ And I still don’t really know why, but that 

seemed to work.” 

The confident and arrogant Watkins, who had 

commanded mothers to abuse their children on his say-so, 

stood in court in a grey suit and tie, and his voice quivered 

as he was forced to admit to conspiring to sexually assault 

a child under 13. He also admitted two counts of taking 

indecent photographs of children in 2007 and 2008, and 

possessing extreme pornography depicting a person engaging 

in a sex act with an animal. He pleaded not guilty to two 

counts of raping a baby. Prosecutor Chris Clee, QC, called 

Watkins a “determined and committed paedophile”. The 

female co-defendants who stood in the courtroom also 

admitted to sexual offences against their own children. The 

Crown Prosecution Service described the case as “sexual 

exploitation at it’s worst”. 

Following his admissions, during phone calls made on 

27 November 2013, Watkins said to a female friend, “It was, 

like, either me go up there and say ‘Come on, it wasn’t that 

bad, nobody got hurt,’ I do my charm. Or do I end up making 

things worse for myself? Or do I just say I was off my head 

and can’t remember?” When discussing his possible sentence, 

the disgraced singer said, “I’m going to put a statement out 

on 18th [December] now just to say it was mega-lolz. I don’t 

know what everyone is getting so freaked out about.” During 

his sentencing, when asked if he would still issue a statement 

saying his conduct was “mega-lolz”, Watkins replied, “No, it’s 

just lolz now.”

Watkins was sentenced to 29 years in prison with a 

further six years on licence. He will be eligible for parole 

after serving two thirds of his prison term at the age of 55. 

Woman A was jailed for 14 years while Woman B received 

a jail sentence of 17 years. Outside the court, defending 

barrister Sally O’Neill, QC, said that Watkins had “belatedly 

realised the gravity of what happened,” and that the singer 

was “deeply, deeply sorry”. 

“I feel like if he was someone whose brain was broken 

down by drugs, he wouldn’t have been able to be that clever 

and that able to manipulate and move these pieces around 

constantly,” said our source. “People on very hard drugs are a 

mess and can’t even function on a very basic human level, let 

alone work a manipulative, covert operation that he clearly 

indulged in for so long. You have to be aware of what you’re 

doing to a point to function like that, and that’s what makes 

 WATKINS CLAIMED THAT THE VIDEOS HAD 
BEEN DIGITALLY ALTERED BY A DERANGED FAN 

WHO WAS ATTEMPTING TO FRAME HIM 

While sentencing Watkins, Woman A and Woman 
B, Mr Justice Royce opened his remarks by 
saying, “Those who have appeared in these courts 
over many years see a large number of horrific 
cases. This case, however, breaks new ground”

IAN WATKINS
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ABOVE Watkins served less than 

14 months of his 29-year prison 

sentence at HMP Wakefield, 

alongside some of Britain’s most 

dangerous criminals
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me think he is not someone who will have any remorse, or 

can lay claim to it being the case that his brain has been badly 

affected by the years of drug use. [It wasn’t] affected badly 

enough that he couldn’t constantly move these chess pieces 

24/7 for a number of years. I don’t think it’s far-fetched to 

assume that a man who was this sophisticated in his activities 

knows what he’s doing”

Legacy of the 

Lost Prophet
At present, Watkins remains behind bars despite an attempt 

in 2014 to have his sentence reduced. Instead he was moved 

from HMP Wakefield, the same prison as child killers 

Ian Huntley and Mark Bridger, to Long Lartin prison in 

Worcestershire, UK. It’s been almost five years since the 

news broke and, still, our inside source says, the music 

industry is feeling the effects of what happened.

“I’ve not seen any change in how people monitor 

other people’s behaviour and whereabouts at all from an 

organisational point of view. I have not seen that change 

because I think most people think this was a very sick 

man who did these things. What has changed is – and it’s 

a double-edged sword – is that now there is a culture of 

accusing people in bands of doing very untoward, very shady 

things, and what happens now is that these people, whether I 

get proven correct or not, lose their jobs because people can’t 

be seen to not be taking action, even if nothing happened.”

Our source made reference to the guitarist Lloyd Roberts 

of the band Neck Deep who, in August 2015, was accused 

of sending explicit messages to an underage fan. Roberts 

contacted the police himself to have the matter investigated. 

Police cleared him of any wrongdoing but it was too late, 

Roberts had to step down from the band in order to prevent 

any negativity affecting the band’s success. “It wasn’t 

enough,” our source said of the police findings. “These people 

had decided it was true and even though the police had said 

it wasn’t true, it wasn’t enough because [the public] couldn’t 

have accused someone wrongly. ‘It’s a cover up,’ they said, 

‘there’s more to it.’”

However, our source said that he did feel that lessons 

needed to be learned from Watkins. “It does have to serve as 

a warning and people have to be aware that this can happen 

and not blindly ignore it. But others are taking this as an 

excuse to just do what they want because someone got away 

with it before.” At present, a review by the Independent 

Police Complaint Commission (IPCC) is under way as to how 

such a vile and prolific predator was left to abuse children for 

a number of years. 

It was recommended by a panel in 2016 that three 

officers (a detective sergeant and two detective constables) 

from the South Wales Police force, should face misconduct 

proceedings after it found the detective sergeant, accused 

of gross misconduct, “did not take sufficient action to 

progress enquiries,” and contributed to allegations from 

a main witness being treated as unfounded. According to 

the report, the two detective constables in question, also 

accused of misconduct, “did not undertake all reasonable and 

practicable lines of enquiry.” A further IPCC investigation 

into how South Yorkshire Police handled the Watkins case, 

examining allegations made to the force in 2012, resulted in 

improvements to the way they investigate child sexual abuse.

In the aftermath of Watkins’ trial, 
Joanne Mjadzelics hit out at police who 
ignored her warnings, saying many 
children could have been saved

“YOUR BABY BELONGS TO ME”
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P
roblems were rife in Clark County Jail, Indiana, USA. 

Narcotics abuse permeated every block, inmates had 

easy access to drugs, and they were cheap, too. So 

cheap in fact, that local addicts would commit crimes just 

so that they could get put away and then get hooked up 

inside. The inmates were organised and a firm pecking 

order – condoned by the guards – had been established, 

which allowed dealers to trade with junkies on the outside. 

Heroin addicts would gather beyond the walls of the jail 

and throw money in a can through a broken window. Their 

fix would be duly provided via the same delivery method by 

the inmates, who were profiting handsomely from the many 

transactions undertaken. 

THINK YOU COULD HANDLE TWO MONTHS BEHIND BARS? 
SEVEN VOLUNTEERS RECENTLY WENT UNDERCOVER AS 
INMATES, TO FACE VIOLENCE AND DRUG ABUSE AT THE 
DYSFUNCTIONAL CLARK COUNTY JAIL – HERE’S HOW 

MARYUM ALI SURVIVED HER SPELL INSIDE 
WORDS BEN BIGGS

60 DAYS  
IN JAIL

Corruption and mismanagement came from the top. 

Former sheriff Danny Rodden was arrested in June 2014, 

accused of giving a prostitute law enforcement credentials, 

a uniform and badge so that she could get a government 

discount rate at a Louisville hotel. He paid her for sex and 

told her to destroy the evidence of their illicit liaison. He 

was given two years’ probation, community service and 

fined $4,000, and he lost his job. In his stead, Sheriff Jamey 

Noel stepped in to pick up the pieces at Clark County in 

early 2015; he had a mountain to climb. Conditions were 

unsanitary, contraband was everywhere and with little to 

separate some of the guards from the inmates but walls and 

a uniform, the cons were being allowed to run the show. 

INTERVIEW
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Sheriff Noel’s risky solution to discovering the source 

of the jail’s problems was a maverick one: he would send 

seven innocent people into the jail as undercover inmates, 

complete with a cover story, a false name and criminal 

profile. A film crew would record everything under the 

pretence of making a documentary for a television show 

called The Jail: 60 Days In. Apart from the crew, only the 

sheriff and one other – Captain Scottie Maples, who ran 

the prison – knew the truth. The jail’s guards, the inmates 

and even fellow undercover volunteers could not know they 

were participants in an experiment or, at best, it would not 

work. At worst, if a real inmate found out, the fake inmates 

could be in serious trouble. Real Crime spoke to one of the 

volunteers, Maryum Ali, about her experiences during 60 

tough days in the female block of Clark County Jail. 

Describe your entry into jail.

Ahhh. Yeah, that feeling of the booking process and going 

in. That was the worst part. I didn’t know what to expect, 

I knew that the staff didn’t know who I was. So not only 

was I nervous about being in jail, I was nervous about being 

found out and having my cover blown.

I didn’t want to do anything wrong or do anything to 

make that happen, but the realities of jail… there are certain 

things that made me say, “Wow, this is rough.” The cell they 

hold you in before they take you to the jail… the pod smelled 

really bad and the energy of the women in there is very 

sick and tense. A manic, chaotic feeling that I’ve never felt 

before. Never experienced. I just felt trapped: I’ve worked in 

high-risk environments before, but I always felt like I could 

get in my car and go. In this situation you can’t leave.

When I got the sleeping mat it smelled like urine. I 

thought, “Well okay… someone peed on this mat and it 

hasn’t been disinfected and I’m sleeping on it tonight.”

How did the briefing with the sheriff prepare you for 

your entry into jail?

The briefing prepared me and my profession prepared me as 

well. I’ve been in adverse environments around the streets, 

so [some of the briefing] I already knew. But there were 

some things, like don’t interfere with, like, fights. One of 

the things I didn’t do – that I was told to do – that I thought 

would be too hard for me to do was to dumb myself down. 

Over 60 days it would be hard to not talk the way I talk… 

you know what I mean? I kinda put it into my storyline that 

I’d been to college before, worked with kids, I like reading, I 

like books, I like dictionaries… there’s just no way I can talk 

a different way. A lot of the inmates then came to me asking, 

can you write this letter to my attorney, the judge – and I 

just have to be that person because I don’t want to pretend, 

to watch the words come out of my mouth and all that crap. 

I tried to watch some things I said, but I wanted to make 

this a part of who I was. 

Other than that, the training was very helpful. The 

biggest thing I got from it was that ‘you need to act 

comfortable. Don’t act like you don’t belong there, you’re 

shocked by certain things and that this is so new to you.’ 

We had to look like first-timers but not like we were that 

uncomfortable in jail. I think I did that pretty well. I didn’t 

want to get into a situation where I had to get into a fight.

Having seen The Jail: 60 Days In, how do you think the 

men’s pod compared to the women’s?

The men’s pod was bad. The rules were different… the 

testosterone… it was a jungle.

Tami was another inmate in the 
same block as Maryum. Neither 
knew the other was a volunteer

60 DAYS IN JAIL

Volunteers were treated like other 
inmates, wearing orange jumpsuits 
and held in a community block



THE STANFORD 
PRISON EXPERIMENT
SHERIFF NOEL WASN’T THE FIRST TO CONDUCT A SOCIAL EXPERIMENT OF THIS KIND: IN 1971, PROFESSOR PHILIP 
ZIMBARDO SET UP A FAKE PRISON AT STANFORD UNIVERSITY, CALIFORNIA, IN WHICH HE PAID VOLUNTEERS TO ACT 
AS GUARDS TO WORK IN SHIFTS AROUND THE CLOCK, MONITORING A GROUP OF VOLUNTEER PRISONERS. THEIR 
BEHAVIOUR FAR EXCEEDED HIS EXPECTATIONS AND THE EXPERIMENT HAD TO BE ABANDONED AFTER JUST SIX DAYS

DAY 1
The volunteer prisoners are ‘arrested’ at 

their homes with the help of the Palo Alto, 

California, police department. The police 

take the volunteer prisoners’ mug shots, their 

fingerprints and book them before they are 

taken to their three-man cells. Everything in 

this first phase goes smoothly.

DAY 2
Some of the inmates decide to ‘shake things 

up’ a bit. They blockade the door with 

their beds and refuse to follow the guards’ 

instructions. The guards also break protocol 

and hose the prisoners down with fire 

extinguishers. Prisoner #8612 rages out of 

control and has to be released.

DAY 3
The experiment has begun to move well off-

piste. A privilege cell has been set up to reward 

well-behaved prisoners while the guards use 

psychological techniques to control inmates: 

they force them to repeat their numbers, ‘beast’ 

them with hard exercise routines and force 

some to use a bucket as a toilet. 

DAY 4

As cruelty began to become the norm, some 

of the guards show signs of genuine sadism in 

their punishment. A rumour circulates that the 

released prisoner planned to return with friends 

to break the others out, and the prison is 

disassembled and rebuilt in the basement.

DAY 5

A new prisoner, #416, goes on hunger strike 

after being punished for voicing concern over 

the treatment of other prisoners. #416 is put 

in solitary confinement until the other prisoners 

agree to give up their blankets and sleep on 

bare mattresses.

DAY 6

Finally, after moral concerns about the 

conditions in the prison are raised by his 

girlfriend and psychology student Christina 

Maslach, Zimbardo shuts down Stanford 

prison. It lasted just six days of the planned 

two-week experiment. 

 AS CRUELTY BEGAN TO BECOME THE NORM, 
SOME OF THE GUARDS SHOW SIGNS OF GENUINE 

SADISM IN THEIR PUNISHMENT 
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ABOVE Sheriff Jamey Noel 

was the brains behind the 

experiment, although it 

took the resources of a TV 

production company to see it 

through to fruition

TOP Clark County Jail, Indiana: 

in the States, jails are holding 

centres for those awaiting trial 

(like remand centres in the 

UK), as opposed to prisons 

where convicted felons  

are incarcerated
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One of the other volunteers that was in F-Block with 

you almost immediately had beef with some of the other 

inmates. What was your take on that situation?

I look at everything from a social worker’s perspective,  

and I look at people as the sum of all their parts over the 

years. I didn’t know for sure that Tami was a plant, but I 

felt this girl must have had a hard life. For her to have to 

fight, fight, fight, to defend herself or feel like she needed 

to defend it, she must have had to do that in her life where 

it’s automatic. Everyone wanted Tami to calm down but I 

thought, for whatever reason, she has to do this. It is what 

it is and she did make life harder for herself. But we look 

through our eyes differently based on what we know. 

I wondered what her background was… when I saw that 

she grew up in a foster system I thought, “Okay I get it.” I 

get her having to think that she had to defend herself. Tami 

must have been thinking, “If I don’t step up now, it’s going 

to get worse. If I don’t step up now, it’s going to get worse. 

If I don’t step up now, it’s going to get worse…” The reality 

actually was that if you keep stepping up, then it is going to 

get worse. 

That’s her truth. My feeling was that I had to observe 

everything, because I could learn from all of this. Now that 

I’ve learned that Tami was a cop, well, there are insecurities 

in everyone, even in important jobs. It just shows how deep 

a childhood runs through you. I looked at her as a case 

study – in her situation, how would I handle that? I would 

try to sympathise with her and say, I don’t think she should 

do it – but what are you going to do? 

60 DAYS IN JAIL

HOW DOES JAIL AFFECT YOUR MIND? 
FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGIST KERI NIXON 
EXPLORES THE DIFFERENT WAYS PEOPLE 
COPE AND ADAPT TO BEING CAGED AWAY 
WITH OTHERS, AND THE LONG-TERM 
EFFECTS ON THE HUMAN PSYCHE 

PRISON MENTALITY

“Individual personality 

types will react to being 

locked up for long periods 

of time differently. Certain 

personalities are more 

suggestive, and thus more 

likely to conform. Others 

will antagonise others and 

increase the likelihood of 

conflict. In any situation 

there are group ‘norms’ 

(like a script of how people 

are expected to behave in certain situations). This is 

amplified in jail – there is a code of conduct and any 

deviation away from that will be noticed and reacted 

to. These factors will increase aspects of individual and 

group identity – both negatively and positively. Thus, 

depending on the personalities of the individuals going 

into jail, an existing group of prisoners could act in 

vastly different ways to newcomers.

The Jail: 60 Days In is not a social experiment in 

the way we usually see experiments conducted – this 

being a group of real innocent people with differing 

personalities and cultural perspectives going into a 

real jail with real prisoners who don’t know they are 

‘acting’. From both the point of view of the existing 

group members (the prisoners) and the newcomers, we 

see new social identities emerge. An interview with one 

of the participants (a military wife with two children) 

exemplifies the altering social identity she encounters: 

“I made friends with some of the inmates; they were 

mothers and they missed their children, we connected 

on that. All you have to cling to are the people you are 

with.” Thus, in this situation when you no longer have 

your usual life around you, you are placed in a stressful 

environment, with no other support network, you begin 

to form relationships with those close to you, and begin 

to understand their behaviour in the context of the 

situation you are in. Thus, you may behave in ways that 

you would never expect in your normal day to day life. 

Furthermore, individuals in this environment 

haven’t just got group and situational norms to 

encounter. They have isolation (outside recreation 

time is extremely limited in jail), fear, missing family 

members, boredom and other emotions to deal 

with. Despite what many think before entering an 

environment like this, it is not easy and 60 days would 

feel like a lifetime. I would expect to see tears, anger 

(and maybe some laughter), unexpected behavioural 

and social identify adaptations, conflict and surprising 

friendships and group identities being formed.”



ABOVE Physical violence was 

more common in the men’s 

blocks. In F-Block, where 

female inmates were held, 

tensions often spilled over into 

heated arguments
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Did you ever feel unsafe?

There were some times I felt unsafe. But I tried to keep my 

cool most of the time in a fight-or-flight environment.

What did you see as being the problems in F-pod and 

Clark County Jail?

Things that affected my sanity, my discomfort, was: the jail 

was very loud all the time. Inmates don’t have consideration 

for people who want to go to sleep. Psychologically and 

emotionally that was a problem for me. I had to try to find 

ways of finding some peace and quiet, whether that was 

waking up early or putting some music in my ears or reading 

a book. Having that go on and on and not having any peace 

was kinda hard. The COs [correctional officers] are not 

going to enforce that kind of stuff. When you’re in the jungle 

environment, you’ve got to deal with it. There’s no rules 

with that. Also, jail allows – and I think this is a morale 

issue – certain people in the pod to hold power and make 

all the rules. They allow certain established people to run 

other people. I don’t think that’s right. I think there should 

be some way jails don’t allow that. For example, there’s one 

television and one or two people watch what they wanna 

watch. Some people serve their time serving other people. I 

don’t think that should be allowed because it makes time for 

other people harder. It can really mess with your psyche and 

some of the fights had a lot to do with that. The arguments 

had a lot to do with the fact that you had to almost be a slave 

to somebody else when you go to jail.

I also think that they needed better substance abuse 

treatment in jail. The jail takes in people who are ill with 

addictions and I think they should be better equipped to 

handle addicts who want to get clean. I watched the AA 

(Alcoholics Anonymous) programme – it wasn’t even a real 

AA program, they just sat there and listened to somebody 

else talk. That was it. I think that 95 per cent of girls in my 

pod or more were addicted to something. They were just 

cycling in and out of jail, going back to the streets, public 

safety issues with them because they’re not getting off, not 

being mandated to go to the programme… girls were in and 

out of there ten or 15 times and never once was it said that 

they had to go into a programme. 

Why did you volunteer for the experiment?

I thought it would be a great opportunity to understand the 

criminal justice system from the inside. I’ve worked with 

at-risk youths for over ten years and I’ve dealt with those 

issues in families, spent a lot of time trying to prevent young 

people going to jail, and I thought it would be interesting to 

see what it was like, the kind of system that exists in jail. I 

didn’t think I would go to jail my whole life and this would 

be the chance to go and not be in trouble. I thought I could 

learn professionally from it – and I think I have.

 95 PER CENT OF GIRLS IN MY POD OR MORE 
WERE ADDICTED TO SOMETHING. THEY WERE 

JUST CYCLING IN AND OUT OF JAIL 

60 DAYS IN JAIL

Sheriff Noel informed Captain 
Scottie Maples of the experiment, 
in case anything happened to him
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A QUARTER OF A CENTURY AFTER HER DEATH, SOPHIE TOSCAN DU 
PLANTIER’S BRUTAL MURDER REMAINS THE SUBJECT OF FIERCE 

DEBATE. IS THE IDENTITY OF HER KILLER ABOUT TO BE REVEALED?

39

WORDS GAVIN MACKENZIE

O
n the morning of 23 December 1996, Shirley Foster 

had just left her home in a remote area of West Cork, 

Ireland, when something caught her eye among the 

briars around the gate at the bottom of the lane. To her 

horror closer inspection revealed the body of her neighbour 

– her only neighbour – French television producer Sophie 

Toscan du Plantier, who had been staying in her West Cork 

holiday cottage at the time. Sophie was wearing a T-shirt, 

white leggings and laced-up boots. A navy blue dressing 

gown was snagged in the briars beside her body. Her face had 

been so badly bludgeoned that Foster did not immediately 

recognise her. Blood spattered both the five-bar gate that 

crossed the lane and a large concrete breeze block lying on 

the ground next to the body. Foster had just discovered the 

victim of West Cork’s first murder in living memory, and it’s a 

crime that remains unresolved to this very day.

The Sophie Toscan du Plantier saga has seen many a twist, 

none more dramatic than the conviction and sentencing of 

British journalist Ian Bailey in a French court that found 

Sophie’s aunt described her as “interested 
in everything, eager 
to learn and always 
marvelling at things 
that could broaden  
her knowledge”

ABOVE A gard watches over 

the crime scene at the foot of 

the lane leading from Sophie’s 

house. The gate pictured was 

spattered with her blood
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Bailey has a 
romanticised view of 
himself as an Irish 
poet, while locals 
have accused the 
Englishman of 
“cultural appropriation”

 BAILEY’S ALIBI CHANGED REPEATEDLY. 
FIRST, HE SAID HE’D BEEN IN THE PUB, THEN 
HE SAID HE’D BEEN VISITING FRIENDS, THEN 
HE STATED HE’D BEEN IN BED ALL NIGHT 

SOPHIE TOSCAN DU PLANTIER

him guilty of Sophie’s murder in absentia in 2019. But the 

Irish authorities, having already determined that there was 

insufficient evidence for Bailey to go on trial, has declined 

to extradite him. And so Bailey, Sophie’s family, and Sophie’s 

memory all remain stuck in a distressing, unresolved limbo.

Sophie’s murder was brought to public attention last year 

with the release of two high-profile documentaries – Netflix’s 

Sophie: A Murder in West Cork, and Sky’s Murder at the 

Cottage: The Search for Justice for Sophie. On the back of 

increased pressure – not just from the public, but also from 

Sophie’s family, and from Bailey – the Garda has agreed to 

assess whether or not a full case review is in order, beginning 

a preliminary review in December 2021. This preliminary 

review was completed in January 2022, with a decision on 

whether to proceed with a full re-investigation expected any 

time now.

But what exactly is in the 4,000-page case file on Sophie’s 

murder? Why have the Irish authorities declined even to send 

Bailey to trial, when their French counterparts have already 

tried and convicted him? And what new evidence is coming 

to light, even now, that may not even be in the case file?

UNRELIABLE WITNESSES

One thing that the Garda Cold Case investigators will have 

found very little of in the Sophie Toscan du Plantier case 

file is concrete evidence; certainly no forensics that could be 

used to identify the murderer beyond doubt. Instead, many of 

those 4,000 pages will be filled with observations and witness 

statements that make the behaviour of Ian Bailey look very, 

very suspicious. Along with Bailey’s own statements, of 

course, all of which either deny what others have said or else 

explain it away. It’s a case plagued by a huge amount of “he 

said, she said” and, for the most part, Bailey tells one version 

of events, while almost everyone else tells quite another.

The first point of contention is Bailey’s alibi on the night 

Sophie was murdered (although the state pathologist arrived 

so late that he was unable to ascertain that she had died 

during the night). According to Judge Frédérique Aline, one 

member of the three-judge panel at Bailey’s in absentia trial, 

Bailey’s alibi changed repeatedly. First, he said he’d been 

in the pub, then he said he’d been visiting friends, then he 

stated he’d been in bed all night, and then he claimed he’d 

gotten out of bed to work on a story, but even that he only 

admitted after his partner, Jules Thomas, told gardaí that she 

remembered him getting out of bed and not returning for 

some time. So his only alibi is his partner, who was herself 

asleep most of the night and over whom he was known to 

have exercised considerable control.

One key witness in the case, Marie Farrell, claimed to have 

seen Bailey flailing drunkenly near the Kealfadda Bridge at 

about 3 a.m. that night. The bridge is within a few miles of 

both the crime scene and Bailey’s home but not en route 
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between the two. Farrell repeated this claim during a libel 

case Bailey took out – and lost – against several newspapers 

in 2003, but then retracted it in 2014 during Bailey’s wrongful 

arrest proceedings against the Garda, which he also lost. 

By that time, Farrell was claiming she’d been coerced and 

pressured by gardaí into making false statements and signing 

blank statement sheets. However, no evidence to support 

Farrell’s new claims was ever presented. Ultimately, neither 

of her two conflicting stories is very credible at this point.

DESTRUCTION OF EVIDENCE?

According to fruit and veg trader Jimmy Camier, Jules 

Thomas visited his fruit and veg stall in the village of Goleen 

between 10:30 and 11:00 on the morning of 23 December and 

mentioned to him that Bailey had gone to report on a murder. 

Two other witnesses said that they spoke to Bailey himself 

at around noon that day, and he’d told them that he had to 

report on a murder. He even told one of them that the victim 

was a French woman. Thomas and Bailey have repeatedly 

disputed all of the above claims, with Bailey insisting that 

he didn’t learn of the murder until 13:40 that day (20 

minutes before the news went public) when Eddie Cassidy, a 

journalist from the Irish Examiner, called to ask him to cover 

the story. Bailey claims that Cassidy told him that a “foreign 

national, possibly French” had been murdered, while Cassidy 

says he didn’t even know the nationality of the victim, or 

that the death was being treated as murder, at the time he 

made the call. So, either Bailey and Thomas are the only ones 

telling the truth here, or Bailey already knew much more 

about the murder than he should have that morning.

Bailey’s suspicious behaviour continued during the days 

following the murder. On the following day, Christmas Eve, 

he bought a bottle of bleach. On that same day, Arianna 

Boarina, a friend of Jules Thomas’ daughter Ginny, who 

was visiting for Christmas, noticed a black coat soaking in 

a bucket in the bathroom. At around that time, neighbours 

reported a bonfire at Bailey’s home. Gardaí visiting Bailey’s 

home found the burned remains of a coat, a pair of boots and 

a mattress in the back yard. They also noticed scratches on 

his hands, forearms and forehead; scratches that, according 

to numerous witnesses, were not there on 22 December 

but were on 23 December. Bailey claims the bonfire had 

happened days before the murder – although there are no 

witnesses to this – and that he’d incurred the scratches 

cutting down a Christmas tree and slaughtering a turkey. 

According to everyone that saw them, the scratches looked 

much more likely to have been inflicted by briars than by the 

relatively harmless needles of a Christmas tree.

“I DID IT!”

As if all of the above weren’t suspicious enough, Bailey has 

actually told various people that he killed Sophie. At least 

seven witnesses have gone on record stating that Bailey told 

them he did it. Bailey doesn’t deny saying things like, “I did 

it,” but does insist that all of these supposed confessions 

were examples of his dark, sarcastic sense of humour. Some 

are easy to imagine being delivered in a sarcastic tone. For 

example, in February 1997, newspaper editor Helen Callanan 

asked Bailey how he felt about rumours that he was a suspect 

in the murder case, and he replied, “It was me, I did it. I 

ABOVE LEFT A beaming Sophie 

walks beside her husband 

Daniel, with whom she lived in 

Paris, France 

ABOVE Sophie loved the rugged 

landscape of West Cork. A 

beach between Toormore 

and Goleen, was among her 

favourite spots
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THE LONG QUEST FOR THE TRUTH

Sophie arrives in Ireland 

alone. She had asked friends 

to accompany her (but none 

were available) and she 

plans to return to France to 

celebrate Christmas.

20 DECEMBER 1996

Shirley Foster finds Sophie’s 

brutally beaten body of in 

the bushes near her home.

23 DECEMBER 1996

Ian Bailey and his partner 

Jules Thomas are arrested 

in connection with the 

murder. After several hours 

of questioning both are 

released without charge.

20 FEBRUARY 1997

Ian Bailey is arrested for 

a second time but is once 

again released without 

charge. It’s believed that, 

without strong material 

evidence, investigators 

had pinned their hopes on 

extracting a confession.

27 JANUARY 1998

Ian Bailey is charged with 

assaulting his partner, Jules 

Thomas. He is later given 

a three-month suspended 

prison sentence.

23 AUGUST 2001

killed her. I did it to resurrect my career.” But Richie and 

Rose Shelley said that, during a visit to Bailey and Thomas’ 

home following a night out celebrating the New Year in 

1998, Bailey broke down in tears before confessing, “I did it, 

I did it – I went too far.” It’s harder to imagine that this was 

sarcasm, but then it’s easy to imagine various distortions of 

communication and memory during an emotional night of 

heavy drinking.

So, some of Bailey’s behaviour may have been strange and 

suspicious following Sophie’s murder, but he wasn’t the only 

one acting peculiarly at the time. In the decade’s since the 

killing, more and more evidence has emerged that the gardaí 

investigating the case were up to no good at the time. But, as 

with suspicions surrounding Bailey, the evidence is largely 

circumstantial and not quite sufficient to pin any concrete 

charges on any specific individuals.

Given that the West Cork detectives investigating Sophie’s 

murder had literally no experience dealing with murder, it’s 

difficult to judge where incompetence and inexperience end 

and malpractice and corruption begin. However, whatever 

the reasons, it’s clear that numerous mistakes were made. 

Among the most notable of these were that it took 28 hours 

for the state pathologist to arrive at the scene (meaning that 

forensic evidence probably, and quite literally, was lost to 

the wind in the meantime) and that the scratches on Bailey’s 

hands were sketched rather than photographed. Add to that 

the various claims of clues being ignored and witnesses being 

coerced, all in order to fast-track the investigation to convict 

Bailey, and it’s no surprise that the end result is a case file 

packed with conflicting claims, none of which are backed up 

by material evidence.

FLAME WAR

So, if the Garda does decide to review the case in full, as looks 

likely, the chances of uncovering anything new or decisive 

seem slim. The review will probably find that potentially 

important avenues of investigation were overlooked or 

ignored, but most of those avenues will have closed long ago.

One investigator who does believe that Sophie’s savaged 

murder is on the brink of being solved is journalist and 

self-described “amateur detective” Nick Foster, who wrote 

Murder at Roaringwater, one of several books about the 

case. Since the release of his book in March 2021, Foster 

has conducted a series of interviews and posted a number 

of Tweets in which he claims to have 

uncovered new evidence.

By December 2021, Foster was 

confidently stating his beliefs that 

arrests were imminent, but, whenever 

he was pressed for details, became 

frustratingly cagey. This could be 

because he doesn’t want to reveal his 

sources or prejudice the case, but it 

could also be because he wants to 

make it sound like his investigations 

have produced more substance than 

they really have.

Foster says that he knows for sure 

that, on the day following the murder, 

the killer returned to the scene, 

kneeled over Sophie’s body, and took 

her silver watch. He never names the 

killer directly, but heavily and persistently implies that it was 

indeed Bailey. This has not gone unnoticed by Bailey himself, 

who has been drawn into an ongoing “flame war” with 

Foster on Twitter, with Foster insinuating that Bailey will 

soon be arrested on one side, and Bailey hurling insults and 

threatening legal action on the other.

Ultimately, everyone involved in this saga has their view 

on who is responsible for Sophie’s death. But whether you 

believe that Ian Bailey killed Sophie or not, and whether you 

believe the Garda investigation into her death was deeply 

corrupt or merely incompetent, there can be no doubt that 

the fact that this case is still, after more than 25 years, the 

subject of venomous social media feuds makes an already 

devastating murder all the more tragic. Even in death, Sophie 

is still unable to find the peace she was looking for in West 

Cork in the first place.

 FOSTER SAYS THAT HE 
KNOWS FOR SURE THAT THE 
KILLER RETURNED, KNEELED 
OVER SOPHIE’S BODY, AND 
TOOK HER SILVER WATCH 

ABOVE Police escort Ian Bailey 

to the high court in Dublin 

in the wake of his arrest in 

connection with Sophie’s death, 

April 2010

ABOVE RIGHT Sophie’s parents 

visited the scene of the crime 

one year after her death. The 

site is now marked by a tomb-

stone, although Sophie’s body is 

buried in France

RIGHT Daniel Toscan du 

Plantier was a prominent 

figure in French cinema, and 

his glamorous lifestyle, while 

exciting at first, is said to have 

taken a toll on Sophie

Sophie’s son, Pierre Louis 
Baudey-Vignaud, remains 
convinced that Ian Bailey 
killed his mother and has 
vowed that he will never 
give up trying to bring 
Bailey to justice

SOPHIE TOSCAN DU PLANTIER
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Ian Bailey wins only two 

out of a total of eight libel 

cases against newspapers 

regarding their coverage of 

the murder. Judge Patrick 

Moran calls Bailey “a  

violent man”.

19 JANUARY 2004

Director of Public 

Prosecutions James 

Hamilton recommends 

against prosecuting Ian 

Bailey. This is the fourth 

time the Garda has 

submitted the case file to 

the DPP.

JULY 2008

Ian Bailey loses his case 

against the Irish state, having 

sued for wrongful arrest. 

The ruling follows court 

proceedings lasting almost 

five months.

30 MARCH 2015

The Cour d’Assises de Paris 

finds Ian Bailey guilty of 

the murder of Sophie and 

sentences him to 25 years  

in prison.

31 MAY 2019

After a third attempt by 

French authorities to have 

Ian Bailey extradited to 

France, the Irish High Court 

rules that it cannot and will 

not happen.

12 OCTOBER 2020

IF IAN BAILEY DIDN’T KILL SOPHIE, THEN 
WHO DID?

THE OTHER SUSPECTS

Among the first 

suspects to be 

eliminated from 

Garda enquiries 

into Sophie’s 

murder were 

her husband, 

movie producer 

Daniel Toscan 

du Plantier, 

and her former 

lover, painter 

and poet Bruno 

Carbonnet. 

Both perhaps 

had motives 

– the Toscan 

du Plantier’s 

marriage was 

reportedly in 

trouble at the 

time, and Carbonnet had been behaving strangely since 

his affair with Sophie had ended – but both also have 

watertight alibis.

The theory that Toscan du Plantier hired an assassin 

to kill his wife still persists, this being Ian Bailey’s 

preferred theory, but it would be highly unusual for a 

professional killer to bludgeon a target to death using 

whatever heavy objects were to hand.

Another theory is that the killer was an ex-gard, 

and that the bungled Garda investigation was, in fact, 

a cover up. Stories of a death bed confession from 

this individual have since been thoroughly debunked. 

Finally, even the idea that Sophie was kicked to death 

by horses has gained some traction.

ABOVE The Toscan du Plantiers were married for five years before 

Sophie’s murder. Their marriage is understood to have been going 

through difficulties at the time of her death
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WHILE ORGANISED CRIME BOSSES LIKE JOHN 
GOTTI, LUCKY LUCIANO AND AL CAPONE HAVE 
BECOME HOUSEHOLD NAMES AND CRIMINAL 
CELEBRITIES, IT’S THIS POP CULTURE THAT 
HAS HASTENED THE MAFIA’S DEMISE

HOW POP 
CULTURE 
KILLED  
THE MOB

WORDS SETH FERRANTI
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The tagged body of Benjamin 

‘Bugsy’ Seigel who was killed 

by a round of .30 calibre 

bullets, two of which hit him in 

the head. To this day the case 

remains unsolved
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P
op culture has embraced gangster themes since 

gangsters became newsworthy in the early 20th 

century. Like anything else in life that intrigues us, 

perhaps frightens us, or romanticises us, the concept of this 

mysterious subculture or organisation called the Mafia piques 

curiosity, and that in turn draws interest which then draws 

in profit-potential. Movies are a staple of pop culture trends, 

gauged on what’s hot at the time and it seems themes with 

real life and even fictional mobsters are always a pretty safe 

bet for movies to fill some seats. But how has this trend in 

pop culture killed the Mob and their criminal aspirations?

In its broadest sense, American culture from 1950s 

through the 1970s certainly set the mob up for its fall 

from glory. The emergence of mass-produced print media, 

televised organised crime hearings, a flood of books – 

especially inside accounts – and film adaptations has had 

a destructive impact on the way the mob handled their 

business. From 1929’s St Valentine’s Day Massacre to John 

Gotti’s courtship with the media in the 1980s, mobsters have 

became a regular staple in national and even worldwide 

headlines. They’ve created a lasting fanbase that worships the 

so-called men of honour. 

The Mafia Invasion

“Pop culture popularised the mob, but law enforcement more 

than anything else killed the Mafia that once ruled so many 

aspects of life in New York, including: The Javits Center, 

the Fulton Fish Market, the concrete industry, the Garment 

District, the construction unions, and garbage carting,” Larry 

McShane, the author of Chin: The Life and Crimes of Mafia 

Boss Vincent Gigante, told Real Crime. “Breaking up those 

lucrative cartels made the mob less appealing. So did the 

steady incarceration of mob bosses. If you’re a capo, making 

money with a good crew, why give up the money for the 

headaches and near certain FBI scrutiny? Being the boss in 

2017 is a long way from being the boss in 1967.”

The decline of the Mafia started with the decrease in 

numbers of street hardened young men who were willing to 

risk their lives and freedom for loyalty to the outfit. Many 

fathers who grew up in that life steered their sons away 

from a life of crime – some even got their children into 

law school. A combination of factors including new anti-

racketeering laws, task forces that targeted the mob, tougher 

drug trafficking penalties, loss of control of the unions and 

the witness security program brought a tremendous assault 

against the American Mafia, and it was documented in the 

newspapers everyday. 

“The attempted murder of Frank Costello in the 1950s 

was front page tabloid news,” McShane said. “And the Daily 

News of my youth was rife with tales of Don Vito Genovese 

and Tommy ‘Three Finger Brown’ Lucchese, long before 

the FBI was making the mob a priority. Things changed 

more within the FBI after Hoover left, with the formation of 

specific squads to pursue the five families. But the New York 

press corps, for sure, helped cast the bosses into the spotlight. 

Think about New York news anchor John Miller putting 

John Gotti on the nightly news.”

Through that success, police and gangster stories were 

sold in every form of media and when the films on mobsters 

became big hits, it was over. Certainly there were gangster 

and racketeer films that preceded it, but The Godfather was 

hugely successful, as was Mario Puzo’s book initially. The film 

combined the violence of this secretive criminal organisation 

rooted in Sicily with beautiful elements of Italian culture 

such as family, food, opera, and Roman Catholicism. This 

juxtaposition produced an irresistible masterpiece of story 

that mesmerised audiences.

 “When I was a boy it was Adam 12 and Dragnet on TV, 

then Hill Street Blues. Then The Sopranos and Boardwalk 

Empire, and on and on,” Rick Porrello, who wrote To Kill 

the Irishman: The War That Crippled The Mafia, told Real 

Crime. “I can no longer keep track of all the crime related 

TV and cable series. And here we are talking about it. Why 

the attraction? Human beings seem hardwired for drama. 

But more than that, we have a curiosity about the far reaches 

of society. Most of us are somewhere in the middle. We’re 

fascinated to learn about the extremes. Violent serial criminals 

and secret crime society members on one hand, and wealthy 

and powerful celebs on the other.” But once the Mafiaso had a 

taste of pop culture they were infatuated. 

ABOVE The story of how future 

kingpins, Lansky and Luciano, 

met as young hoodlums in New 

York (pictured here in the TV 

miniseries, The Making Of The 

Mob), is legendary. Aspirational 

for many generations of 

budding gangsters to come

High-ranking mob financier Meyer 
Lansky avoided the limelight, but 
was still immortalised in the movies
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 THEY DON’T NEED TO ‘CREATE’ BIZARRE AND 
DRAMATIC STUFF FOR SCREEN, IF THEY JUST 

DID THEIR HOMEWORK 



Mobsters Craving Notoriety
“They had already become part of popular culture thanks to 

Prohibition,” said David Amoruso, founder of Gangsters Inc, a 

website that covers organised crime. “They were everyone’s 

favourite friend during those days as they supplied a popular 

demand. When newspapers reported on them it made the 

public aware of who was behind not only the murders, but 

who supplied the booze, the broads, and the fun bars with 

great entertainment.”

Pop culture didn’t create the mob’s problems, but the 

media in general certainly helped perpetuate the fascination 

and closer examination. Despite trying to be a secret society, 

the mob has given the media plenty of material over the last 

century and that kind of exposure not only sells the news, 

it firmly places the subject matter into the collective pop 

culture psyche firmly in the forefront of people’s minds. The 

public’s fascination with organised crime added to the many 

elements that bring law enforcement attention.

“The early Black Hand that preyed on its own people in 

the very-early-20th century were arguably one of the most 

secretive [criminal rackets], though not entirely,” Christian 

Cipollini, Real Crime writer and author of Lucky Luciano: 

HAVE GANGSTERS MODELLED THEMSELVES 
ON THE MOVIES OR VICE VERSA? IT’S GONE 
BOTH WAYS, ACROSS THE DECADES

THE MOB IMITATES ART 
IMITATES THE MOB

1932
Actor George Raft played in the 1932 version 

of Scarface. He was a childhood friend of New 

York City Irish mob legend Owney Madden. He 

worked as the gangster’s driver and personal 

confident before he became an actor and 

went on to play many Mafiaso roles. 

1971
In the film, The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight, actor Jerry Orbach 

played Kid Sally Palumbo, a role loosely based on Crazy Joe Gallo from 

the Colombo Crime Family. Gallo took offense at the inept mobster that 

the Palumbo role portrayed. He felt it was demeaning and confronted 

Orbach. This led to a friendship with the actor and his wife that included 

their circle of writer and actor friends like Joan Hackett, David Steinberg 

and Peter Stone. 

1972
In The Godfather, actor 

Lenny Montana played 

the infamous mob 

enforcer Luca Brasi. The 

six-foot-six, 300 pound 

wrestler turned actor 

was in a sense playing 

himself: he acted as a 

bodyguard and enforcer 

for the Colombo Crime 

Family in the 1970s.

1980S
Frank Sinatra’s ties to the mob have been well publicised. But one time 

Frank stood up John Gotti before a performance at Carnegie Hall. Old 

Blue Eyes had promised a backstage dinner before the show but begged 

off due to sickness. Then Gotti saw him eating at the Savoy Grill and sent 

his enforcer to threaten Sinatra. The enforcer told Sinatra, “The next time 

you stand John up for a date my face will be the last one you see.”

 

1990
In Goodfellas, actor Tony Darrow, real name Anthony ‘Tony’ Borgese, was 

cast as Sonny Bunz, the nightclub owner. Tony was quoted in the New 

York Post saying how he grew up in Brooklyn, his dad was connected 

and he knew John Gotti and all those guys. Borgese pleaded guilty to 

extortion conspiracy and is expected to serve between 33 to 41 months 

in prison when he is sentenced.

1999
In Analyze This, actor Robert De Niro played the murderous gangster 

Paul Vitti. It’s a role that he researched by hanging out with Gambino 

family Mafiaso Anthony ‘Fat Andy’ Ruggiano. De Niro wanted to sit down 

with the Mafia killer and take notes for his Paul Vitti role. 

1999
When The Sopranos debuted 

on HBO in 1999 the man who 

played Paul ‘Paulie Walnuts’ 

Gualtieri was real life mob 

associate Tony Sirico who had a 

rap sheet as long as his IMDB 

credits are now. A product of 

Bensonhurst, Brooklyn Tony 

has 28 arrests and two prison 

terms on his resume. He had 

the chops for the role. 

ABOVE Salvatore ‘Lucky’ Luciano 

has been romanticised as the 

crime boss pop culture template 

for vintage-era fiction. The 

renowned ‘father of organised 

crime’ tried to keep the US 

national crime syndicate secret, 

but eventually it came out
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Mysterious Tales Of A Gangland Legend, told us, “The next 

wave of up and coming mobsters, circa the late 1920s, opted 

for ousting old school ideology and those who refused to 

get with the times, and joined forces with Jewish and other 

ethnic gangs. 

“Then following the violent coup de tat in the early 

1930s, the original five Mafia families of New York were 

established. What was a good idea at the time later became 

plagued again with inter-family wars, and definitely more 

attention from law enforcement as more and more showboat 

mobsters would garner attention to organised crime. Not 

everybody liked staying in the shadows, some of them loved 

the limelight.”

Many mob bosses had big egos. And no doubt there were 

egged on by Hollywood. It wasn’t enough to just know they 

were mob bosses. They needed validation. Having their 

photos in newspaper and magazine articles or being covered 

on the evening news gave them celebrity status. The media 

coverage satisfied their huge egos. Those who courted the 

media spotlight made themselves easier and more attractive 

targets for ambitious investigators who had their own desires 

for validation and recognition. 

“Going back to Murder Inc in the 1930s, before the world 

even knew that notorious name, guys like Harry ‘Pittsburgh 

Phil’ Strauss and Martin ‘Buggsy’ Goldstein knew exactly 

how they wanted to be viewed,” Cipollini said. “In 1935, while 

in a Brooklyn police station answering questions regarding 

a recent murder, a reporter walked in and mentioned to 

Goldstein that his name was number six on the top ten public 

enemies of New York. Goldstein fired back, ‘That’s a lousy 

rating. I’ve worked hard and hope to get a better rating than 

that.’ While some mob guys preferred to be low key, plenty of 

others loved the attention that likely made them want to live 

up to their public image even more.” 

The idea of the mob was to pretend that it never existed. 

As mobsters started getting courted by the media and 

becoming household names it increased their risk of being 

caught for their illegal ventures. Becoming enamoured 

with the attention mobsters bought into their own celebrity 

and started thinking of themselves as public figures. Bad 

news for a criminal that’s supposed to be operating in the 

shadow world where nobody knows who they are. The 

Americanisation of the Mafia turned them into criminal 

superstars who dressed to impress, gave reporters clever 

soundbites, and flaunted their wealth and status.

Becoming Household Names

“The notion of Bad versus Good has always intrigued the 

public,” Chris Chiarmonte, who runs the Mafia Life Blog, told 

Real Crime. “Pop culture is a reflection of what can become 

the most popular the fastest, and of what can sell the most. 

The Mafia and its members became the next Cowboys versus 

Indians or Cops versus Robbers. They became pop culture, 

because the notion of that style of organised crime became 

sellable to a popular audience.

“If you stay in the old country pretending the Mafia does 

not exist, quietly working in the shadows, you are not in the 

spotlight. Even getting caught occasionally doesn’t reveal the 

inner workings of a bigger organisation. I am sure opening 

the books to create five New York factions of the mob 

increased the money they made. But it also increased the risk 

of the inner workings being revealed. That was most likely 

when the public learned that the Mafia truly did exist, which 

eventually led to its demise.”

DRESSED TO IMPRESS
The early bosses like Joe 

Profaci were sharp dressers in 

a classy kind of way and Vito 

Corleone emulated this in the 

film. It turned the Mafiaso into 

a man of honour. 

THE HAIRSTYLE
Slicked back, cut close to the 

head, thinning a little at the front, 

Brando goes for the conservative 

look with his hair. Matching the 

Mafia boss Joe Profaci, whose 

hair was thinning out rapidly. 

MANNERISMS
With an air of detachment 

and authority Marlon 

Brando perfectly replicated 

how the Mafia don carried 

himself. Heavy is the head 

that wears the crown.

THE GODFATHER 
AND THE MOB

HOLLYWOOD

AS THE WORLD WAS WARMING TO THE IDEA OF THE MAFIA, ALONG 
CAME A FLICK THAT REAL MOBSTERS COULD RELATE TO

Scorsese’s The Godfather had far and away the most influence on mob culture, because the guys in organised 

crime identified completely with this romanticised version of Mafia life. Former Gambini underboss Sammy 

Gravano is one Mafioso who recalled “floating out of the theatre” after he saw the movie in 1972. In the Peter 

Maas book Underboss Gravano, he talked about how made guys all over New York felt the same way after 

watching the Corleone family on the silver screen. “It was basically the way I saw the life,” Gravano said. “Where 

there was some honour.” The titular Vito Corleone was modelled on several mob bosses of yesteryear and has 

strong resemblances to the former boss of what’s now known as the Colombo crime family, Giuseppe ‘Joe’ Profaci.
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DON CORLEONE 

(PORTRAYED BY  

MARLON BRANDO  

IN THE GODFATHER)



The Godfather and other movies in the genre brought 

the mob’s world out into the open. Where once they were 

only known and respected by those who were a part of 

the underworld, now they had regular citizens and even 

celebrities fawning over them. Criminal organisations 

generally don’t like media attention, but as specific 

individuals from the mob became household names – Al 

Capone, Lucky Luciano, John Gotti, Meyer Lansky – the 

public, media and law enforcement latched onto these mob 

poster boys and ran with it.

“Perhaps Capone created the poster boy monster for 

himself because he was so press-friendly and visible in 

public,” Cipollini said. “Luciano was flashy, but basically an 

unknown name outside of New York until Thomas Dewey 

went after him. Gotti liked being a gangster and that, paired 

with his numerous acquittals, pissed law enforcement off. 

He essentially made himself a poster boy. These guys had 

a following in the public, people rooting for the perceived 

THE HANDS
Surprisingly the actors hands 

matched the Mafia boss’s. 

Strong, powerful and well worn. 

Speaking of men who are not 

above physical labour or killing 

someone with their bare hands. 

POSTURE
With an upright posture the Mafia 

boss was not afraid to stand out 

in a crowd. And among mob 

cutthroats this made him a leader 

of men. A posture that Don Vito 

emulates in The Godfather.  

BODY STYLE
Both the fictional don and the 

real one were heavy set and 

stoic men. Their size and girth 

gave a powerful impression. 

underdog, the rebel, the one who tells the system to fuck 

itself, and the fan bases of these guys wasn’t something to 

scoff at.”

“For both Al Capone and John Gotti, the media attention 

meant their downfall,” said Amoruso. “You have movies about 

their exploits, books, songs, even artists naming themselves 

after these two guys. Capone became the government’s 

biggest target and had to be taken down one way or another. 

The same with Gotti. The government went after him with 

all they had. The Gotti name sells newspapers and attracts 

viewers to the evening news. And all that attention is good 

for the police, FBI, and prosecutors. Once the media starts 

writing about you, you will have the feds knocking on your 

door within a month.”

How Do The Movies Compare?

“It’s no secret that some of the more contemporary Mafia 

members were enamoured by movies such as The Godfather,” 

Cipollini told us. “It’s said that even Al Capone owned a copy 

of the original Scarface from 1932. Lucky Luciano met with 

several different producers in the 1950s and 1960s to discuss 

making a movie about his own life. Just like everybody else 

in the world, mob guys are people, too, and it should be no 

surprise that some of them wanted to emulate what they saw 

on screen.”

But the real mobsters were more extreme than any movie 

could ever depict. Joe Pesci’s character in Martin Scorsese’s 

Casino had nothing on the real life version of Anthony ‘The 

Ant’ Spilotro. Pesci actually needed to tone it down to get 

 PERHAPS CAPONE CREATED THE POSTER 
BOY MONSTER FOR HIMSELF BECAUSE HE WAS 
SO PRESS-FRIENDLY AND VISIBLE IN PUBLIC 
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GIUSEPPE ‘JOE’ PROFACI 

(FORMER COLOMBO  

FAMILY BOSS)

 HISTORY



an R rating and allow the movie to be shown. Money is 

the driving force with these films usually, and when they 

dramatise, sanitise and elaborate on real life events something 

is always lost, but the story is told in an engaging way that 

captivates the audience. 

“A lot of mobsters back in the day might have tried to live 

up to the guys they saw on the screen,” McShane explained. 

“Who wouldn’t want to be a Corleone? The ‘based on a true 

story’ movies stay pretty close to the real thing, although 

there’s always a bit of artistic license. In real life, Henry Hill 

wasn’t such a great witness against the mob as the movie 

makes it seem. And when the Lufthansa case came to trial 

in 2015, audio tapes were introduced with other mobsters 

griping that Goodfellas gave Henry too much credit for the $6 

million heist.

 “The end of Donnie Brasco implies that Lefty Guns 

Ruggiero gets whacked for bringing the FBI agent inside 

the Bonnano family, which isn’t true. He was convicted and 

jailed, and died of cancer in 1972. Casino provided a great 

look behind the mob’s infiltration of Las Vegas, with the skim 

and the families outside the city waiting for their cash. The 

Joe Pesci character, based on the Ant was very realistic. But 

no word on what he thought of Joe’s performance, since the 

Ant and his brother – just as in the film – were beaten and 

buried in an Indiana cornfield.”

Movies only have two hours to tell a story spanning 

several years, or even decades and Hollywood likes to add its 

own twist to story lines and characters. Three different real 

life characters could be turned into one for the movie. Donnie 

Brasco is a good example of a mob movie where reality was 

altered to make a better movie. In real life, Joe Pistone was 

nowhere near the dismembering the bodies of the three 

captains, while in the movie we see him use a saw to go 

through a boot. The movie just changed the plot so Lefty and 

Brasco seemed like two mob soulmates who were surrounded 

by vicious sharks.

“The original Scarface film is still regarded as quite 

profound,” Cipollini said. “It was timely, featured a charming, 

albeit sinister protagonist, more of an anti-hero really, and 

was unapologetic in displaying the violence, despite many 

script changes demanded by studio censors. That film in 

particular kickstarted a trend that continues today. But in 

my observation, to date, there has yet to be a movie version 

made that scores above 60 per cent accurate. Hollywood 

historically has at best produced entertaining, albeit totally 

fucking inaccurate biopics – Bugsy is a good example. 

“At the absolute worst, they’ve created what I call 

‘historical sacrilege’ – an outright abomination, for example, 

The Untouchables, Mobsters, and the 1970’s Lucky Luciano. 

Even some documentaries have mangled the stories. Here’s 

the thing, truth is stranger than fiction, and in the case 

of organised crime history, this shit is crazier than any 

screenwriter could ever come up with. They don’t need to 

‘create’ bizarre and dramatic stuff for screen, if they just did 

their homework they’d see the real life shit that took place is 

out of this world and highly entertaining to boot.” 

ABOVE HBO’s The Sopranos 

was commended by figures 

in New York’s mafia on its 

authenticity. The experience of 

former mobster Tony Sirico (left) 

no doubt helped give the series 

teeth, and brought 1990s mob 

culture to the fore

 HUMAN BEINGS SEEM HARDWIRED FOR 
DRAMA... WE HAVE A CURIOSITY ABOUT THE 

FAR REACHES OF SOCIETY 
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The State of the 

Mafia Today

“Let’s face it, all of the popular mobsters became popular 

because more people learned who they were,” Chiarmonte 

said. “Through media coverage of getting caught, something 

they did or said was put in the newspaper, or they were 

turned into a character for pop culture to either root for 

against. Exposure of any kind in the Mafia business is a bad 

thing. It definitely hurt and hindered criminal activities. 

More people watching what you do means eventually getting 

caught. Guys like Gotti, who almost encouraged the spotlight, 

nearly doubled or tripled the eye balls on the mob, which 

only fast forwarded the inevitable demise of the mob.”

After the Mafia was exposed as an entity in the 

Kefauver and McClellan hearings in the 1950s, TV and 

movie producers created a glorified version of the mob for 

entertainment purposes. From the very moment the public 

learned the mob was real, it was under major scrutiny. 

Scrutiny brought not only curiosity, but law enforcement 

attention. Years and years of Mafia investigations led to the 

feds getting better tools and training to catch the bad guy. 

Time was not on the Mafia’s side. Technology would only 

increase the government’s chances of blowing the mob up.

“I honestly think the Mafia never stood a chance once 

exposed,” Chiarmonte said. “The US Government slowly 

worked ever advancing technology to their benefit. They 

slowly evolved litigation and laws to make it impossible for 

the mob to do what it does best. DNA, The RICO [Racketeer 

Influenced and Corrupt Organizations] Act, and the way law 

enforcement organised itself against the mob was the true 

cause of the murder of the mob. Pop culture played its role 

in pushing it closer to the finish line, but they were doomed 

regardless of whether it made the mainstream or not. You 

cannot take on the US Government and win.”

In the 1970s, and even 1980s, the chance of getting caught 

for a crime nobody witnessed was slim and rare. The notion 

that all you needed to do was not be seen and get rid of 

the body was powerful. That’s how the Mafia flexed their 

muscles. People just vanished or turned up murdered with 

a canary in their mouth. Everybody knew that John Gotti 

made the guy who killed his son in a car accident disappear, 

but nobody could prove it. Some way or somehow that has 

been romanticised and glorified, but the truth of the matter 

remains that the feds took away the Mafia’s power by turning 

them on themselves. Pop culture got them walking around 

like peacocks and then the feds knocked them off. 

“I will always measure differences in the mob’s influence 

based on law enforcement ability,” Chiarmonte said. “And 

back in the mob’s heyday the laws were different. No RICO 

meant that getting caught came with a two, five, seven, or 

maybe ten year bid. So doing your time without snitching was 

easier. Guys from the 1970s and 1980s told cops to fuck off, 

and did their five years. But, with RICO a guy was looking at 

20 to life. A lot of ‘men of honour’ told on their friends to get 

five years. And nowadays, if you fart at the scene of a crime, 

law enforcement most likely knows who farted.”

With the Mafia being thrust into the forefront of America’s 

consciousness they’ve become as much a part of the pop 

culture landscape as Madonna or Donald Trump. Real life 

isn’t a movie and mobsters, even though they think they are 

playing a gangster role, aren’t actors: at the end of the day, 

they’re not walking off of a film set, they are swimming with 

the fishes or doing life in the slammer. 

John “Dapper Don” Gotti perpetuated 
the notion of mob glamour. But his 
own high profile spelled his downfall

The apple rarely falls far from the 
tree and narcos quickly took out 
Gotti’s namesake grandson’s drug ring
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had described the older suspect and 

mentioned a $7,000 reward. Probably not 

coincidentally, Welch had come forward the 

same day. He’d told a mall security guard 

and police that he’d seen ‘tape recorder man’ 

(whose description and age differed vastly 

from Welch’s own) approach the girls and 

force them into a car. 

‘Tape recorder man’ was never identified, 

but Welch had placed himself at the last 

confirmed sighting of the girls shortly 

before they disappeared. It also suggested 

he wasn’t one of the cranks who plague 

investigations with false evidence or even   

false confessions. That said, what was he 

exactly to this investigation?

Police had assumed that Welch was after 

the reward money and he was arrested for 

hindering the inquiry, then freed. He wasn’t 

questioned again for another 38 years. If 

he’d wanted to divert attention then Welch 

had succeeded, at least until 2013. Detectives 

decided to find out what Welch knew.

 Since 1975 Welch had acquired 

convictions and prison terms in several 

states. When detectives next questioned 

him he was serving 30 years in Delaware for 

sexually assaulting a 10-year-old girl. He had 

already served 18 months in South Carolina 

for a similar offence and was awaiting 

sentencing for yet another similar crime      

in Virginia. 

B R E A K T H R O U G H

LONG AFTER TWO YOUNG SISTERS WERE ABDUCTED 
WITHOUT A TRACE FROM A MARYLAND MALL, COPS 
SEIZED UPON THE STORY OF A SUSPICIOUS BONFIRE
WORDS ROBERT WALSH 

MALL MURDERER’S FIRE 
‘SMELT LIKE DEATH’
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WHAT  Murder WHERE  Kensington,usa 

WHEN  March 1975

With few other leads – all of which proved 

worthless – the search petered out. Nobody 

knew where the girls had gone, with whom 

or what had happened to them. 

The effect on the people of Kensington, 

a quiet, peaceful place with relatively little 

crime, was considerable. Two young girls 

vanishing from a quiet, safe public space 

scared local parents. Many started keeping 

their children indoors rather than letting 

them roam as they had before. Kensington’s 

relative innocence had been shattered. 

The girls remained unfound, their fate 

uncertain and the case itself thoroughly 

stalled. Police at the time had exhausted 

existing leads and nothing new had come in. 

They didn’t realise they’d already arrested 

and released the man responsible in their 

initial investigation, travelling carnival 

worker Lloyd Lee Welch.

Turning point

Montgomery County’s cold case detectives 

re-opened the case in 2013. Fresh eyes 

spotted something that their predecessors 

had missed: a striking resemblance between 

Welch’s mugshot and the police sketch of 

the other suspect described by the Lyon     

sisters’ friend.   

The mugshot came from Welch’s arrest 

during the initial investigation. A newspaper 

Background
In the spring of 1975 Kensington in the 

state of Maryland wasn’t known for its high 

crime rates. It wasn’t a place where people 

expected and looked out for crime, but the 

abduction and murder of the Lyon sisters 

would change that forever.

Sheila, 12, and Katherine, ten, had gone 

window-shopping and were presumably 

lured away from the Wheaton Mall Plaza 

where they’d last been seen. After that they 

had simply vanished. Inquiries were made, 

suspects considered, statements taken 

and leads followed, all without result. The 

questions of what happened to them and 

who was responsible remained unresolved 

for decades.

Police initially had little to go on. Two 

suspects stood out: one an older, smartly 

dressed man reported as carrying a tape 

recorder, and an 18 year old working in a 

travelling carnival. Police initially focussed 

on the suspect dubbed ‘tape recorder man’ 

while questioning (and releasing) carnival 

worker Lloyd Lee Welch. A suspect matching 

Welch’s description had been seen staring 

intently at the girls. One of their friends 

reported seeing him to investigators, but 

Welch was still ruled out.

‘Tape recorder man’ was eventually ruled 

out as well. Welch continued travelling with 

the carnival, out of state and out of mind. 

“Fresh eyes spotted something that their predecessors had missed: a striking 
resemblance between Welch’s mugshot and the police sketch of the other suspect 

described by the Lyon sisters’ friend.”



Over the next couple of years 

detectives visited Welch on at 

least 13 occasions. Welch’s account 

seemed to differ every time he gave 

it, making his testimony doubtful. 

Another witness, however, provided 

some very incriminating evidence.

His cousin Henry Parker had told 

police that he met Welch in 1975 on 

Taylor’s Mountain Road in Virginia 

on land owned by the Welch family. 

According to Parker, he’d helped 

Welch burn two large duffle bags 

both weighing around 32 kilograms. 

Virginia and Maryland police joined 

forces to search the area.

Parker claimed that as they burned, 

the bags had “smelt like death” and 

been covered in large red stains. Parker 

claimed to have no idea what they 

contained and that he’d been told by 

his stepmother to help his cousin.

Other evidence proved equally 

damaging. Police seized letters Welch 

wrote to his stepmother from prison 

that appeared to tell her what to say 

under questioning. Edna Welch denies 

any wrongdoing on her part, although 

Lloyd’s uncle Richard was listed as a 

‘person of interest’ in the case. He too 

has denied any connection other than 

being Welch’s uncle.

Aftermath

In 2015 Welch was charged with two 

counts of murder, carrying potential 

death sentences. Maryland rarely executes 

prisoners, but without a plea-bargain Welch 

was certainly in danger if he went to trial. 

His trial was scheduled for September 2017, 

but Welch threw a spanner in the works. 

On 12 September he pleaded guilty to 

murder in court. According to his lawyer, 

however, he admitted only kidnapping and 

denies either murder or sexual assault. His 

plea hearing came exactly three years to the 

day after Maryland and Virginia detectives 

joined forces to search Taylor’s Mountain.

Having entered a formal guilty plea, 

denying the murders to his lawyer makes no 

difference. When Welch finishes his 30 years 

in Delaware he’ll begin another 12 in Virginia 

before two concurrent 48-year sentences in 

Maryland. He’ll probably stay in prison for 

the rest of his life.

For the Lyon family it won’t be that 

simple. As their father put it, “We just want 

to say, simply, ‘thank you,’ and it’s been a 

long, long time, and we’re tired, and we just 

want to go home.”
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Welch will serve the rest of his life in prison for various offences, including the murders of Sheila and Katherine in 1975 
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D E V I L  I N 
D I S G U I S E

“
”

BABY-SNATCHING

WORDS BEN BIGGS

LISA MARIE MONTGOMERY MURDERED BOBBIE JO STINNETT 
AND RIPPED HER UNBORN CHILD FROM HER WOMB. A HORRIFIC 

CRIME, BUT DID SHE DESERVE TO BE PUT ON DEATH ROW?



A booking photo of Montgomery 
taken on 20 December 2004. She 
quickly confessed to the police
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LISA MARIE MONTGOMERY

O
n 16 December 2004, Lisa Marie Montgomery drove 175 

miles from her house in Kansas, over the state  

line into Skidmore, Missouri – approximate population 

342, according to the census four years previously. This town 

straddles one main street flanked by old red brick buildings: 

grocery and hardware stores, a bar and the town hall – the 

lifeblood of such tiny settlements. Generations of farmers 

have been brought up and died here in Skidmore, people 

know each other by name, there’s that sense of community 

you just don’t get in the big city. 

Montgomery turned down West Elm Street where  

the red brick was replaced by small wooden houses, and 

parked near number 410. Clutching a bag containing  

a length of rope, a sharp kitchen knife, a syringe and  

a surgical clamp, she got out of her car and knocked at the 

door. It was the home of Bobbie Jo Stinnett, a 23-year-old dog 

breeder who was heavily pregnant at the time. The  

two women had met at a dog show and then had some online 

interaction on a rat terrier forum called Ratter Chatter, but 

still, Bobbie Jo must have been surprised to see Montgomery 

on her doorstep. She had actually been expecting a visit from 

a Fairfax, Missouri woman by the name of Darlene Fischer, 

who was interested in buying  

one of her puppies. In fact, Darlene Fischer didn’t exist,  

and Montgomery had no interest in purchasing a puppy  

– she had come for Bobbie Jo’s unborn child. Montgomery 

overpowered the pregnant woman, strangled her with the 

rope, cut open her stomach, severed the umbilical cord 

and took Bobbie Jo’s little girl away with her. The baby, 

Victoria Jo Stinnett, survived, but tragically her mother was 

pronounced dead at St. Francis Hospital in Maryville. 

PREMEDITATED MADNESS 

It’s hard to overstate the horror of Montgomery’s crime 

– there was clearly planning and forethought that went 

into it at least a day before it was carried out. Montgomery 

had established a false identity on Ratter Chatter so she 

could set up a meeting with Bobbie Jo. Her screen name 

was ‘fischer4kids’ and ‘Darlene Fischer’ had her own email 

address, so that they could chat via MSN Messenger without 

Bobbie Jo connecting her to Montgomery. Darlene Fischer 

was a red herring for the authorities to chase in the wake of 

Bobbie Jo’s murder. But Montgomery sorely underestimated 

the resourcefulness of both the Sheriff’s Office and the 

Ratter Chatter community. 

At 4.22pm on Wednesday 15 December 2004, ‘Darlene’ 

had messaged Bobbie Jo on the forum: “I was recommended 

to you by [user name redacted] and have been unable to 

reach you by either phone or e-mail. Please get in touch with 

me soon as we are considering the purchase of one of your 

puppies and would like to ask you a few questions.”

A few hours and some MSN messages later, at 7.44pm, 

Bobbie Jo replied: “Darlene, I’ve emailed you with the 

directions so we can meet. I do so hope that the email 

reaches you. Great chatting with you on messenger. And do 

look forward to chatting with you tomorrow am. Thanks 

[user name redacted], and talk to you soon, Darlene!”

As the awful news reports went viral the following 

morning, it didn’t take long for other Ratter Chatter regulars 

to realise that Darlene would have met with Bobbie Jo 

on the same day that she was murdered. Forumites being 

forumites, they pieced together a breadcrumb trail of digital 

Bobbie Jo Stinnett’s funeral 

Bobbie Jo Stinnett had just turned 
23 years old when she was brutally 
murdered for her unborn baby. She 
was found by her mother about an 
hour later, lying in a pool of blood
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“DEVIL IN DISGUISE”

evidence that linked ‘Darlene’ with Montgomery, whom 

they recalled having an online conversation with Bobbie Jo 

about both their current pregnancies. But Montgomery was 

not pregnant. She had been sterilised after her fourth child, 

so that was another complete fabrication – to what end isn’t 

clear. Perhaps Montgomery had already targeted Bobbie Jo 

and was trying to assess what stage of pregnancy she was in, 

assess the likelihood of an unborn child surviving an amateur 

caesarian. “Now I’m just sick as heck,” one woman wrote,  

“If this is true, she just posted to me not long ago that 

she was going to have her baby Thursday.” Whatever 

Montgomery’s reason, this lie alone had the hallmarks of 

someone who wasn’t in her right mind.

By 8am on Friday 16 December 2004, less than 24 hours 

after Bobbie Jo’s murder, one forumite had managed to trace 

the creation of Darlene’s account back to Kansas. Alarm 

bells were ringing, and several Ratter Chatter members 

phoned the police with their suspicions. It took no time at 

all for the police to discover that Montgomery and Darlene’s 

accounts linked back to the same IP address. Armed with this 

information and with tip-offs from observant members of the 

public who had noticed Montgomery’s car, the police were 

quickly able to zero in on Montgomery’s home address later 

that day. They found her with a newborn baby she said she 

had given birth to the day before, but after questioning, her 

story fell apart and she confessed to her crime.

BELOW Kathy Sage, the owner 

of a cafe in Melvern, was one of 

the first people to see the baby 

after Montgomery brought her 

in to show her off

DOCTORS’  NOTES

It is my opinion, to a reasonable 
degree of medical certainty, that Mrs. 
Montgomery’s medical complaints are 
the result of marked and repetitive 
head trauma and brain injury. Mrs. 
Montgomery’s brain is compromised not 
only by traumatic brain injury, but also 
by psychiatric symptoms for which she 
was genetically predisposed and which 
also are known to result from trauma.

Lisa Marie Montgomery has suffered 
extreme trauma and degradation 
throughout her life, first at the hands 
of her mother, then her step-father, 
then each of her husbands in turn. Her 
life has been characterized by extreme 
physical, sexual and emotional abuse, 
which compromised her ability to form an 
identity and to develop as a moral agent.

A persistent postictal psychotic state is 
more likely than other theories to offer 
insight into her behaviour surrounding 
the offense and during other times in her 
life when she was unable to mediate her 
emotions and control her behaviour.

As the police ramped up the investigation into 

Montgomery’s actions in the days before she murdered 

Bobbie Jo, a chilling picture of the scope with which she 

planned the crime emerged. She had worked three jobs at 

one point – at a petrol station, a Wendy’s restaurant and  

a Greyhound bus contractor. But she had wound down her 

hours and had stopped working altogether by mid-November 

2004, telling her employer at the Wendy’s franchise that 

she was expecting a baby. She had also told her second and 

current husband, Kevin Montgomery, as well as family and 

friends that she was pregnant. On the day of the murder, 

Kevin had picked up his wife and ‘their’ new baby then 

driven around their home town, showing off the child.  

“I had no idea,” he later told the press outside the Kansas 

City courthouse where his wife was charged. 

When police began to investigate the files on her 

computer and her internet history, they discovered that 

Montgomery had been looking up caesarian sections and 

birthing kits. She had the means, method and opportunity – 

not that anyone questioned her guilt by that point. However, 

some expressed doubts over Montgomery’s responsibility  

for Bobbie Jo’s murder.

EVIL INCARNATE

“This is a devil, come back to Earth disguised as Lisa 

Montgomery,” Nodaway County Sheriff Randy Strong told 

the BBC in an interview shortly before Montgomery’s death 

by lethal injection on 13 January 2021. “I have no remorse for 

her, it just needs to be done.”

Sheriff Strong has as valid a reason for wanting retribution 

for Bobbie Jo’s murder as anyone, second only to the Stinnett 

family themselves. He worked the case from the very start, 

interviewing Montgomery when her fragile tissue of lies 

came apart and she confessed, referring to herself as being  

a “monster”. He was one of the first lawmen at the awful 

crime scene after Bobbie Jo’s mother had discovered her, 

lying unconscious, in a maelstrom of blood and viscera. 

Between sobs, Becky Harper described the scene to the 911 

dispatcher, as if her daughter’s stomach had “exploded”. 

And he’d had to listen to her mother break down. “She’s just 

beside herself,” he said. “It’s just too much. You’re listening to 

a mother who just found her daughter dead. That anguish…  

I don’t ever want to hear it again.” 

PSYCHOLOGISTS AND MEDICAL EXPERTS 

ASKED TO PROVIDE EXHIBITS FOR THE 

CASE CAME TO SIMILAR CONCLUSIONS: 

MONTGOMERY WAS NOT OF SOUND MIND
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What was going on in Montgomery’s mind that compelled 

her to plan such a uniquely terrible attack on another 

mother? Montgomery’s motive wasn’t to murder Bobbie Jo, 

there was no bad blood between them – quite the opposite, 

in fact. Bobbie Jo had defended her future killer once, 

after fellow dog breeders had questioned the lineage of 

Montgomery’s puppies. She just wanted Bobbie Jo’s baby. 

Why would she go to such lengths to take the child in  

utero, risking both the baby’s life and being charged with  

a federal crime, when she could have just planned to abduct 

Victoria Jo Stinnett after she was born? It makes no sense, 

from a pragmatic point of view. How could Montgomery 

have endured the horror of what she was doing, the choking 

and cutting and ripping over what must have been many 

minutes? Then leaving the house and Bobbie Jo’s butchered 

body so she could parade her child around her home town 

in Melvern as if she was her own? And what person in their 

right mind could think for a second that they would get away 

with any of this? Skidmore is small and remote but it’s not an 

old Frontier town – it’s still modern-day America with digital 

communications, CCTV, highways and 21st-century policing.

She wasn’t a bad person, at least not before damning 

herself to death row. Before murdering Bobbie Jo, 36-year-

old Lisa Marie Montgomery was guilty of no other crime 

except being born into the wrong family and having a bad 

lot in life. She was subject to severe emotional, physical and 

sexual abuse that began when she was still in the womb. 

Her mother, Judy Shaughnessy, was an alcoholic who 

drank throughout her pregnancy, leading to foetal alcohol 

syndrome, a form of irreparable brain damage that affects  

the child for the rest of their lives. When she was still a little 

girl, Lisa’s father abandoned Judy, Lisa and her older half-

sister, Diane. Judy was the antithesis of what a caring mother 

should have been. She whipped her children with belts, 

duct-taped Lisa’s mouth shut, and kicked Diane out of their 

trailer, naked, into the cold Kansas winter. On one occasion, 

Judy decided to punish her children by beating their dog to 

death with a shovel. It was a lesson in violence that made an 

impression on young Lisa, and far worse was to come.

Judy would attend the local bar in Ogden almost every 

night, often leaving the girls with strange, male babysitters. 

When Diane was eight and Lisa only four, one of the men 

raped Diane in the small bedroom the girls shared. She 

told the BBC that she remembered trying to keep quiet 

throughout the ordeal, in case Lisa woke up and the man 

decided he would do something to her, too. Not long after, 

child protective services picked Diane up and took her to  

a foster home around 60 miles away in Salina, where her  

new parents and three foster siblings treated her as if she was 

a long-lost family member. Lisa, left behind, would never see 

her sister again, and her nightmare was only just beginning. 

Judy married Jack Kleiner, with whom she had at least  

one thing in common: he was a brutal drunk. Together they 

had three children, whom Kleiner punched and kicked 

regularly. After Lisa tuned 11, the sexual assaults began. 

Kleiner built a room on the side of their trailer so he could 

rape her in relative privacy, while slamming her head into 

the concrete floor. Judy witnessed one of these assaults, later 

testifying during divorce proceedings that, “He was in her. 

He was pumping her.” Judy Shaughnessy cared little for her 

daughter’s safety and well-being, though. When Lisa was 15, 

her mother started to pimp her out, allowing men to rape her 

in exchange for money and sometimes service, such as the 

plumbing. “I still can’t grasp,” said Diane in a BBC interview, 

ABOVE Bobbie Jo Stinnett’s 

mother, Becky Harper, attends  

the funeral with family to say 

farewell to her daughter

LISA MARIE MONTGOMERY
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THE MURDER OF BOBBIE JO STINNETT 

ISN’T THE ONLY HIGH-PROFILE CRIME 

THAT SKIDMORE HAS BEEN HOST TO IN 

RECENT YEARS

For a town with such a small population, Skidmore has 
had more than its fair share of high-profile crimes. Before 
the murder of Bobbie Jo was the disappearance of her 
cousin, 20-year-old Branson Perry, in 2001. He has never 
been found, although police arrested a Missouri minister 
called Jack Wayne Rogers on child pornography charges 
in 2003 and discovered records on Rogers’ computer that 
described the rape and murder of Branson. 

And 20 years before that came the strange case of Ken 
McElroy, who was widely considered a town bully of sorts, 
accused of dozens of crimes including arson, rape, child 
molestation and burglary, but managed to slip through the 
prosecution’s fingers every time he was indicted. When 
he shot and injured the town’s elderly grocer, Ernest 
Bowenkamp, and then embarked on a campaign of 
harassment against everyone sympathetic to the grocer’s 
plight, the town snapped. They’d had enough of McElroy. 
On 10 July 1981, McElroy left a bar in broad daylight 
on Skidmore’s main street and got into his pickup truck, 
where he was shot at several times. Two bullets from 
two rifles found their mark, killing him. There were 46 
potential witnesses but no one called an ambulance and 
no one could identify a gunman apart from McElroy’s wife 
– but no charges were ever pressed.

U N R E S O LV E D
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RIGHT Zeb Stinnett, 

Bobbie Jo’s husband, 

attends the Price Funeral 

Home in Maryville

“how a mother can say to her child, ‘You have to earn your 

keep. So you have to have sex with this man, so I can get the 

plumbing done.’ It went on for years. Years, years, years.”

While some of Montgomery’s abuse and mental condition 

was brought up at the trial, it didn’t sway the jury. She was 

sentenced to death on 22 October 2007. After her conviction, 

psychologists and experts who examined her concluded that 

she had an array of serious mental conditions she had been 

living with for decades, including bipolar disorder, epilepsy 

and complex post-traumatic stress disorder. Years of sexual 

torture had forced Montgomery to dissociate from reality, 

a mental condition that child psychologist Dr. Katherine 

Porterfield, an expert in trauma resulting from torture, 

described as “one of the most severe cases of dissociation I’ve 

ever seen”. When Montgomery’s brain was imaged with an 

MRI scanner, doctors discovered that it was damaged both 

structurally and functionally. 

According to US law, executing a person with an 

intellectual disability constitutes a “cruel and unusual 

punishment” and is a violation of the Eighth Amendment. 

The prosecution said they found it convenient that these 

diagnoses, as well as her sister’s statements, were only put 

forward 12 years after Montgomery’s conviction. Sheriff 

Strong simply didn’t believe that Montgomery was mentally 

ill at the time of the murder – he thought it was “an insult 

to sexual assault survivors to imply that they’re ticking 

time bombs and they’re just going to go out and do some 

horrendous crime. I think that’s a cop out.” 

Debate about her mental health at the time of the murder 

still rages to this day. Should she have been found not guilty 

by reason of insanity? Regardless, it’s too late for her now – 

Lisa Marie Montgomery was executed in January 2021. 

Skidmore, Missouri is a 

small community with a 

troubled history

“DEVIL IN DISGUISE”
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T
he gang known as MS-13 was born out of war – the 

Central American civil wars of the 1980s and in particular 

the Salvadoran Civil War. After a decade of simmering 

tensions, the military-led government of El Salvador and 

the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) – a 

coalition, or umbrella organisation, of five left-wing militias 

– became engaged in a bloody conflict. The United States of 

America became involved when it backed the government 

and supplied its firepower. By the time the conflict ended in 

the 1990s, perhaps as many as 100,000 Salvadorans had been 

killed, legions more had been exposed to bloody fratricidal 

violence and the country was left in an impoverished state. 

Over that period, thousands of Salvadorans migrated north to 

the United States, primarily the city of Los Angeles. As with 

so many gangs the world over, the Mara Salvatrucha gang – 

which would quickly come to be known internationally as 

MS-13 – was formed in LA to protect Salvadoran immigrants 

from those that would prey upon them as newcomers to the 

city’s often-violent melting pot. 

MS-13 quickly became a force to be reckoned with. 

Organised into a collection of affiliate gangs, referred to as 

“cliques”, it became an organisation known for its shockingly 

high levels of violence – violence that reached back into El 

Salvador as well as into Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua 

and Mexico. In the USA, the gang rapidly expanded into 

other enclaves of Salvadoran and Hispanic immigration – San 

Francisco, Washington, DC, Texas, Boston, New York and 

even up into Canada. 

In 2004, the USA’s FBI created the MS-13 National Gang 

Task Force. US Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

targeted suspected MS-13 members. By 2011, more than 

3,000 alleged members of MS-13 had been arrested and 

many deported back to El Salvador. With reports of MS-13 

affiliates and cliques active as far afield as Spain, in October 

2012, the US Department of the Treasury labelled the 

group a “transnational criminal organisation,” the first such 

designation for a US street gang. 

RETURN TO THE HEARTLANDS
Despite the crackdown by government agencies, MS-13 grew 

in both the US and Central America. It became a force to be 

reckoned with internationally in the fields of drug trafficking, 

robbery, human trafficking, extortion, illegal immigration, 

murder, prostitution, kidnapping and arms trafficking. 

However, the success of MS-13 in the USA, the flow of 

cash back to El Salvador and the mass deportations of gang 

members to San Salvador meant that a Los Angeles street 

gang became an almost shadow state in El Salvador.

San Salvador is a city of almost 300,000 people with 

many hundreds of thousands more in the city’s overflowing 

suburbs of slums and favelas. It is the capital of El Salvador, a 

country of 6.38 million people – the most densely populated 

country in Central America. Since the FBI’s deportations of 

gang members back to El Salvador in 2004, the city’s crime 

rate has spiralled seemingly uncontrollably. 

MS-13 has been at constant war with its largest rival 

Barrio-18, which is an equally violent gang with operations in 

the USA too. The municipal government and the local police 

have been largely unable to contain the ever spiralling tit-for-

tat violence across San Salvador, particularly its notorious 

Districts 5 and 6, where the gangs are deeply embedded in 

communities. The Salvadoran army has been enlisted to fight 

the gangs, with some success. However, with 90 murders per 

100,000 residents, the per capita homicide rate is more than 

ten times higher than major cities such as New York.

To understand how far the state has lost control and how 

MS-13 now acts as a shadow state, it’s essential to take a look 

at Ciudad Barrios prison in San Miguel, a city in the eastern 

part of El Salvador. To prevent complete bloody chaos, the 

authorities have segregated gangs in the country’s prison 

system. Ciudad Barrios is an MS-13-only jail – built to house 

800 men, it now houses more than 2,600. When prison 

guards proved unable to maintain control of the facility, the 

army was brought in to militarise it. This means that MS-13 

now effectively controls the entire jail; the army along with 

BRIEFING

RISING FROM THE SLUMS OF EL SALVADOR THROUGH THE STREETS 
OF LA, MS-13 HAS BECOME ONE OF THE WORLD’S MOST FEARED 
INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL ORGANISATIONS

AMERICA’S MOST  
LETHAL GANG

WORDS PAUL FRENCH



61

A local leader of MS-13, 

in prison in San Salvador, 

shows a hand sign that 

represents his gang
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ABOVE TOP MS-13’s activities are 

noted for their extreme violence. El 

Salvador’s police remain masked 

to protect their identities at an 

MS-13 crime scene to avoid gang 

retribution on them

ABOVE (CIRCLE) MS-13 members 

have adopted the ‘Devil’s 

Horn’ hand sign and use it to 

communicate among themselves

a few remaining prison guards 

stay outside of the facility for the 

most part. MS-13 gang members 

bake their own bread, run their 

own workshops and even staff their 

own hospital. Gang law rules. 

But even this effective corralling of 

MS-13 in Ciudad Barrios has not stopped 

the forward march of the gang in becoming 

an international criminal organisation.

CRIMES OF CIRCUMSTANCE
MS-13 is involved in a wide range of criminal activity 

– including but not limited to racketeering, extortion, 

prostitution, kidnapping, money laundering, contract murder, 

arms dealing and drug trafficking. But there is one area 

of illicit activity where the gang has become particularly 

notorious and shown its infamous prevalence for extreme 

violence – people trafficking. 

MS-13’s own history – the migration north from Central 

America to the United States – provides the gang with its 

largest money-making operation today. The US Department 

of Homeland Security estimates that there are 11 million 

illegal immigrants in the USA – 15 per cent of who originally 

come from Central America. The majority of these people, 

and many others from all over the world, enter the United 

States through the time-worn route of the journey up the 

Americas to the long, and difficult to police, Mexican-

American border. This was MS-13’s journey, and now many 

thousands of hopeful immigrants pay MS-13 to take them 

over the same ground.

MS-13 have industrialised the process of illegal 

immigration. In the Mexican town of Matamoros, just south 

of Brownsville, Texas, the gang has established a major 

smuggling centre. Matamoros is an industrial town – home 

to many of Mexico’s maquiladoras, which are factories 

producing goods for export to the United States in often 

appalling cheap labour conditions. Among the sprawl of 

factories, MS-13 holds immigrants from Mexico and other 

Central American countries – Guatemala, Honduras, 

Nicaragua and Costa Rica. MS-13 affiliates find these 

desperate migrants in their home villages, take their money 

and ship them to Matamoros. The business has been a highly 

lucrative and busy one since the early 2000s. However, 

US Homeland Security has recently begun paying extra 

attention, as the number of “border jumpers” from other 

countries sent across via MS-13-controlled people smuggling 

routes is increasing. Nationals from Afghanistan, Indonesia, 

Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Pakistan and Syria have all been recently 

found among those being smuggled from Matamoros. 

Alarm bells started ringing after US Intelligence spotted 

Adnan Gulshair El Shukrijumah, a key Al-Qaeda cell leader 

with a $5 million bounty on his head, in Honduras in 2005 

meeting with leaders of MS-13. Since then, a concerted effort 

has been made to shut down Matamoros. It’s only been a 

partial success. More than ten years later, the American 

authorities believe that MS-13’s people smuggling operations 

BRIEFING
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reports identifying MS-13 affiliates active in Washington, 

DC, Virginia, Maryland, and on into Oregon, Nevada, Utah, 

Oklahoma, Illinois, Michigan, New York and Georgia. MS-13 

cliques have been identified as far north as Alaska and as far 

south as Florida.

MS-13 still recruits predominantly from Hispanic 

communities and typically among young males, with some 

members being as young as 13. Initiation of new recruits 

involves being “jumped” into the gang – being beaten by 

members while others count to 13. Often the initiation is even 

more extreme – MS-13 members suspected of co-operating 

with the police are routinely executed by new recruits, 

invariably by machete. 

Recruitment of girls into the gangs is similar. In 2003, 

17-year-old Brenda Paz from Virginia sought to leave the 

MS-13 life and turned informant for the FBI. She was found 

stabbed on the banks of the nearby Shenandoah River. Two 

other young girls, both friends of Paz who wished to join MS-

13, were later convicted of the murder. The slaying of Brenda 

Paz was their price of entry. 

Nobody it seems is safe from MS-13’s reach – not 

vulnerable young migrants, young men or women in 

America’s Hispanic community, nor even young children.

in Mexico and along the Rio Grande Valley are being 

protected by Mexico’s powerful drug cartels in a new alliance 

with the Salvadoran gangs.

People smuggling is not only lucrative for MS-13, but it 

is also a way for the gang to replenish its ranks. As well as 

raiding shelters full of new arrivals to America for young 

members, MS-13 has established cliques in new cities in the 

USA closely associated with cross-border people trafficking – 

Houston and Dallas particularly. 

With the arrival of MS-13 in Texas has come their 

trademark extreme violence. The Texas Department of 

Public Safety reported that in September 2014, the mutilated 

body of a 14-year-old school student was discovered in 

woods near Houston after he had been murdered with a 

machete. The report indicates that the victim was an MS-13 

member and an American citizen – he had been murdered 

after trying to leave the gang. A month later, a 16-year-old El 

Salvadoran member of MS-13 stabbed a 29-year-old Barrio-18 

gang member to death in Houston. The young killer had 

only recently been smuggled into the United States and 

been promptly recruited into MS-13. His victim was stabbed 

multiple times and dumped in a bayou. 

MS-13 ALL AMERICAN
Texan authorities were not overly surprised by either the 

rise of MS-13 in their state or the extreme violence that 

accompanied it. In the early years of the 21st century, MS-13 

has spread its tentacles across the USA with gang task force 

 MS-13 MEMBERS SUSPECTED OF CO-
OPERATING WITH THE POLICE ARE ROUTINELY 

EXECUTED BY NEW RECRUITS 

SPAIN
In 2014, it was reported that MS-

13 has extended its operations to 

Spain with “affiliates” operating 

in Barcelona, Girona, Tarragona, 

Alicante and Madrid.

SAN SALVADOR, EL SALVADOR 
MS-13 remains strong in San Salvador though in 

a perpetual power struggle with rivals Barrio-18. 

The city’s largest prison is guarded by the 

Salvadoran army and exclusively for members of 

MS-13. Inside, 2,600 inmates have complete 

control of the institution. 

MEXICO 
MS-13 has established a 

major people trafficking 

centre in Mexico since 2005. 

This has led to violent clashes 

with US Border Patrol agents. 

CALIFORNIA, USA 
Salvadoran immigrants 

in the city’s Pico-Union 

district formed MS-13 as a 

self-protection organisation 

in the 1980s. They soon 

expanded into other 

Californian cities.

MARYLAND, USA
Local police believe MS-13 

is behind an extensive child 

prostitution ring luring young 

girls into the sex trade.

WASHINGTON, DC, USA
Police say MS-13 ringleaders 

were responsible for a wave 

of gang-related shootings and 

stabbings in the area in 2015.

FROM ITS BEGINNINGS IN LA, THE GANG 
HAS SPREAD ITS VIOLENT REACH FAR

MS-13’S EMPIRE

KEY 
Strong MS-13 presence

Light MS-13 presence

AMERICA’S MOST LETHAL GANG
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ABOVE Graffiti bearing the gang’s 

name can be found across 

the municipality of San Pedro 

Masahuat in El Salvador

TARGETING THE MOST
VULNERABLE

In 2011, MS-13 hit the headlines in the USA once again. 

They were firmly on the law enforcement radar for drug, 

people and gun smuggling as well as robbery, extortion and 

their trademark high-octane violence against innocents 

and their own equally. But this time, even those hardened 

to the criminal nefariousness of the USA’s street gangs 

were shocked by a new level of wickedness – MS-13’s deep 

involvement in child prostitution rings across the country. 

A series of high profile trials began in 2011 that 

incriminated MS-13 in the pernicious business of grooming 

and recruiting girls, often as young as 12 years of age and 

invariably in protected shelters due to domestic abuse at 

home, into child prostitution rings. In Fairfax, Virginia, 

22-year-old MS-13 member Alonso Cornejo, aka ‘Casper’, 

was sentenced to 292 months of jail time. Four other MS-13 

members were also sentenced to similar terms for child 

prostitution offences. The court heard that men were 

charged $100 for 15 minutes of sex with the girls in MS-13-

controlled brothels. Across the US, convictions continued 

showing that MS-13 had set up a network of child brothels 

in what one US Attorney called, “…an unconscionable crime 

that reduces young women to indentured sex slaves and may 

subject them to a lifetime of traumatic memories.”

NEW SHORES
Since 2011, the crackdown on MS-13 by the American 

authorities has ratcheted up considerably. Deportations of 

MS-13 members to El Salvador has been increased as well as 

deportations of convicted members to Guatemala, Honduras, 

Peru and other home countries. Recently, the US Treasury 

Department announced a freeze on American-owned assets 

controlled by the organisation to hit them at the heart of their 

money-making operations. 

But still the violence continues. In early 2016, police in the 

state of Maryland attributed a sudden spike in murders to 

MS-13. In Montgomery County in the state, a violent murder 

was attributed to the Locos Salvatruchos, which is a clique 

of MS-13. In nearby Fairfax County, authorities said that they 

had three MS-13 related murders in 2015. By January 2016, a 

total of eight murders had been linked to the gang – three of 

illegal immigrants. 

One response by MS-13 to the crackdown in the USA 

appears to have been to “offshore” its activities – in particular 

by launching a concerted move from the USA into Europe. 

Following intelligence sharing between the US and Spain, 

300 Spanish national police launched raids across the 

country in 2014 and arrested 35 members of MS-13 in 

Barcelona, Girona, Tarragona, Alicante and Madrid. Alicante 

and Barcelona appear to be the headquarters for MS-13’s new 

European operations. 

The move seems to be a direct result of the Treasury 

Department’s crackdown – as well as selling drugs and 

running prostitution rings, the gangs were opening 

restaurants and bars as a way to launder money outside of the 

control of the American authorities. 

MS-13 have clearly also enlarged their recruitment 

pool – as well as Salvadorans, Spanish police have arrested 

Romanian, Bulgarian and Moroccan nationals in their 

anti-MS-13 sweep. Spanish police now worry that Barrio-18 

are also commencing operations in the country and on the 

continent, and that the lethal feuds between MS-13 and 

Barrio-18 that have left a trail of dead from San Salvador to 

Los Angeles and Washington, DC may now continue on the 

streets of Europe. 



MS-13 MEMBERS DISPLAY THEIR LIFELONG ALLEGIANCE ON THEIR SKIN

WHAT DO THE MARKINGS MEAN?
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Many street gangs pride themselves on their tattoos and attribute strong 

significance to them, far beyond the painted bodies that have become 

fashionable today. But the Mara Salvatrucha take this adornment to 

another level, covering their faces and torsos with gang achievements and 

events that tell the story of their loyalty to MS-13. Certain tattoos make 

individuals instantly recognisable on the street and in prison, where even 

prison guards will fear and treat them with respect. There are regional 

variations of the gang’s tattoos, but some are common to all of MS-13.   

YIN YANG SYMBOL
The traditional Chinese symbol of duality 

describes how opposite or contrary forces 

are actually complementary – the light 

and the dark. MS-13 members take it to 

represent the complementarity of 

good and evil but also, by extension 

and representative of their gang life, 

the relationship between violence 

and death. 

SPIDER’S WEB
Usually covering shoulders, knees or other visible parts 

of the body. They are affirmative signs of power and 

expansion indicating both the gang member and also MS-

13 as a whole’s intention to increase its power and expand 

its operations further. A spider’s web can also denote that 

the wearer has spent considerable time in prison.

PRAYER 
Roman Catholic symbolism is integral to 

much MS-13 tattooing. The prayer image 

is taken to mean “forgive me mother 

for my crazy life”. This accepts life as a 

gang member but acknowledges crimes 

committed. Treacherous gang members 

have been punished by having their 

mothers murdered, and so this tattoo is an 

advance apology and recognition of this 

harsh punishment. 

JESUS CHRIST
Invariably a large tattoo with obvious Roman Catholic 

symbolism and the notion of dying for the greater good (of MS-

13 in this case!). The letters M and S are often worked into the 

portrait linking the sacrifice of Christ with the possibility of the 

gang member laying down his life for MS-13.

THE THREE POINTS
Three points is a simple tattoo compared to most 

favoured by MS-13 members, but integral to the gang’s 

culture and universally worn. The three dots symbolise 

‘My Crazy Life’, a phrase used by gang members to 

describe the culture of living within MS-13. 

BARBED WIRE
Barbed wire is seen as a symbol of 

the gang member’s submission 

to the authority of MS-13, an 

authority and membership that 

is never ending and lasts until 

death. Barbed wire is also symbolic 

of the initiation culture of MS-13, 

which invariably involves taking part 

in an extremely violent act such as 

the murder of a rival or attack on law 

enforcement officers. 

THE CLOCK WITH NO HANDS
This tattoo is worn by gang members who 

have received and are serving extremely long 

prison sentences. Obviously the symbolism 

of “doing time” with no end. This tattoo is 

particularly prevalent in San Salvador’s all-

MS-13 jail Penal de Ciudad Barrios.

TEARDROPS
A teardrop tattooed at the corner of the eye is a 

symbol that the wearer has committed a murder. 

Multiple teardrops indicate multiple murders. While 

the tattoo can be seen as a sign of some sort of 

remorse for the killings, it is also an advertisement 

that the gang member has been “blooded” and is a 

proven killer.

THE DEVIL’S HORNS 
A well-known symbol and hand sign in many sub-

cultures from heavy metal to gangs and formed 

by extending the index and little fingers while 

holding the middle and ring fingers down with 

the thumb. Obviously a symbol of the devil and 

evil doings. However, early gang members have 

claimed that MS-13 in Los Angeles took much 

symbolism from heavy metal as many of the 

gang’s original founders were Metalheads. 
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STRANGE CASE

STRANGE CASE!

I
t turns out you can be a lover and a fighter 

after all. Just ask Scotsman John Watson, a 

former squaddie who is currently awaiting 

sentencing for a violent attack on one David 

Tillyer at a swingers party, the climax of a 

disagreement about the manliness of needing 

help to put socks on. 

 Established in 2005, the Infusions 

nightclub describes itself as “Blackpool’s 

leading swingers club for like-minded 

adults”. It advertises the availability of such 

amenities as a nine-metre swimming pool, 

sauna, spa, as well as a pool table. Of course, 

it’s the “loveswing”, “dungeon” and promise 

of “gloryholes” that draws the majority of its 

clientele to its city centre location. It holds a 

rating of four and a half stars on TripAdvisor. 

 It is here that Mr Watson, 50 of 

Creetown, Kirkcudbrightshire, was 

found guilty of repeatedly headbutting 

and punching Mr Tillyer at a New Year’s 

Eve party earlier this year. The event? A 

swingers’ masquerade ball. The reason? Mr 

Tillyer, a director of a property company, 

believed that Mr Watson, 50, was trying to 

seduce his partner, Evelyn Hodder, by asking 

her to help him put his sock on. 

 “What kind of man needs help putting 

a sock on!” roared Mr Tillyer, incensing Mr 

Watson so much that punches and headbutts 

then rained down upon Tillyer, leaving the 

victim with injuries that required hospital 

treatment. Mr Tillyer and his partner had 

travelled to the event from the Nottingham 

area, said Kerry Grieve, prosecuting at 

Preston magistrates’ court. 

 The court heard that the couple were 

in the process of leaving the party and had 

stopped off in the changing area to get their 

clothes from a locker. Mr Tillyer said that 

upon seeing Ms Hodder help Mr Watson put 

his sock on he made a comment, whereupon 

Mr Watson immediately flared up, pushing 

him backwards into a lavatory door. The 

door broke and Mr Tillyer was trapped next 

to a sink.

 Eventually Mr Watson was prised from 

Mr Tillyer, and the latter was helped out of 

the club and to hospital, stopping briefly at 

his hotel. In line with the discreet nature of 

their business, staff at the club refused to call 

the police. PC Steve Johnson told the hearing 

that the venue “has guests of a certain 

nature. They do not have CCTV because of 

the possible embarrassment factor”.

 Mr Tillyer told the court, “It was a really 

violent attack. This is a place we know and 

feel comfortable in.” Mr Tillyer also said he 

and his partner had attended the club not to 

participate, but simply to watch. 

 Ms Hodder gave evidence for the 

prosecution. “[Mr Watson] asked me for help 

putting a sock on. My partner asked me what 

I was doing and suddenly Watson got up and 

pushed him. I saw at least one punch”.

 In his defence, Mr Watson said that he 

had been drinking a variety of alcohol on 

the evening in question. He went on to say, 

“I asked the woman to help me putting on 

a sock because I have arthritis. Her partner 

intervened and I called him a dickhead. I did 

push him but there was no room to swing 

my hands. I believe his injuries were caused 

by him falling in the sink and hitting his head 

on a tap.”

 Mr Watson says that he plans to appeal 

the verdict of Actual Bodily Harm, saying, 

“They have convicted me on absolutely no 

evidence whatsoever”.

Sentencing will follow at a later date.

SOCKS AND THE CITY
THERE ARE HEINOUS CRIMES, AND BLOODTHIRSTY CRIMES. THEN THERE ARE VIOLENT 

QUARRELS ABOUT A MAN ASKING FOR HELP PUTTING HIS SOCK ON AT A SWINGERS CLUB

WHERE INFUSIONS NIGHTCLUB, BLACKPOOL WHEN NEW YEAR’S EVE 2017
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Mr Watson was 

incensed by a 

sock comment

On the edge of 

glory(hole), Infusions has 

many desired amenities 

Infusions nightclub, 22-24 

General Street, Blackpool, is a 

highly rated adult swingers club



You know about Steven Avery’s unclear-cut case and overturned conviction. But did you 

know about the hoardes of others, doing time for crimes they didn’t do? Real Crime’s 

Wrongly Convicted tells the story of some mind-boggling, fascinating cases.
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Find out about those who abused their power, from the sick perversions 

of Jimmy Savile to the murderous rage of Phil Spector. Also discover the 

celebrities who paid the ultimate price for their fame…

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE RICH  
AND FAMOUS BECOME INFAMOUS?
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From the makers of Real Crime magazine comes the Real Crime Annual, 

fi lled to the brim with unfl inching details, amazing interviews and unrivalled 

crime-scene illustrations
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