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He was responsible for the biggest mass murder in 
British criminal history, yet the heinous work of John 

Thompson remains little known. Why? Was there a 
misconception that all the victims were foreign or illegal 
immigrants and therefore mattered less to the British public? 
The Scotsman was 42 years old when, on a drunken night 
out in central London, he decided to exact revenge after 
being thrown out of a club. His deadly arson attack at the Spanish Rooms in 
Denmark Place (right) claimed the lives of 37 people. Yet his trial in 1981 was 
quickly knocked off the front pages by the Yorkshire Ripper, Peter Sutcliffe, 
who had finally found himself in court facing justice. Neither killer would ever 
taste freedom again, following their convictions at the Old Bailey. Turn to page 
8 and Crimes That Made The Headlines – 37 Died In...The Massacre That Time 
Forgot for the full story.

Anyone ill enough to need treatment in hospital expects staff to be doing 
everything to help. Doctors and nurses, especially. Pity the poor souls, then, 
who crossed paths with Texas hospital nurse William Davis. Turn to page 14 
and America’s Most Evil – Twisted Nurse Enjoyed Watching His Patients Die.

Finally, to the Channel Islands and a newly written case, requested by a 
reader. See page 40 and Questions & Answers – The Last Woman Sentenced To 
Death On Guernsey.

Enjoy the read – and let us know what you think!
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A 
LITTLE boy is crying alone 
at night on the back seat of an 
abandoned car in rural Vermont. 

The driver’s door is hanging open and 
the engine still running. He’s cold from 
a damp wind blowing off the river and 
frantic in the darkness. Outside the car, 
tyre prints from another vehicle have 
churned up the isolated dirt road and a 
baseball cap is wedged on the ground 
beside one of the wheels. Scuff marks 

and works shifts as a waitress to support 
her toddler and fund her studies for a 
master’s degree. Popular, lively, intelligent 
and kind, no-one has a bad word to say 
about her.

On the evening of March 25th, 2012, 
Melissa is settling down to write an essay 
after putting little Ty to bed and reading 
him a story. An hour or so later she 
receives a phone call from a Patricia Prue 
who says she and her husband Allen have 

4  True Detective  Why Sex-Predator Couple Snatched And Killed Melissa – As Her Infant Son Watched

They were keen on consensual threesomes but was 
it a hostile obsession that made the couple beat, 

abduct and murder Melissa – the schoolteacher who 
had only ever been kind to them?

show signs of a struggle.
The car belongs to 33-year-old 

Melissa Jenkins, a single mother who 
teaches science at the local St. Johnsbury 
Academy, a prestigious and historic 
boarding school for children with wealthy 
parents. She’s also a basketball coach 

Patricia and Allen Prue showed little aptitude for crime

why sex-pred
couple snATched
And killed MelissA

why sex-pred
couple snATched
And killed Meliss

Report by Francesca Morrison 
and Mark Davis



In the late autumn of 2011, Prue 
showed up at her house. He was drunk, 
said he was desperate for money, and 
asked if he could clear her drive at a 
reduced rate. Once again she turned him 
away.

Given this background, her naïve and 
trusting decision to help the Prues is 
hard to fathom as it meant waking up 
two-year-old Ty from his warm bed and 
turning out into the raw, bleak weather 
that blights Vermont in March. 

Friends and family said she was an 

extremely thoughtful person, always 
willing to go the extra mile. But she was 
clearly uneasy about responding to the 
call as she rang her ex-boyfriend (known 
as “Perry”) just to let him know what she 
was doing. Although they were no longer 
romantically involved, they remained 
close friends and Perry still wanted to 
marry her.

Later that evening when she failed to 
answer his calls, he went looking for her. 
He was worried, he said, because she’d 
sounded “strange” on the phone and 
it seemed an odd situation. Two hours 
later he found the car with a sobbing Ty 
strapped inside, and called the police.

Next day, a child psychologist gently 
asked Ty what he’d seen. He whispered 
that his mommy had been taken by two 
people and there had been shouting. 
“Then someone pulled on my mommy’s 
neck,” he added.

Not knowing whether Melissa had been 
abducted or murdered, police searched 
her home for leads. Among a sheaf of 
papers they found a card for the Prues’ 
snow-plough business.

Residents of the small Victorian shire 
town of St. Johnsbury were deeply 
shocked. More used to a zero-crime 
rate, the genteel community reeled at 
the prospect of possible violence. St. 
Johnsbury is better known for its farmers’ 
markets and having more bridges than 
traffic lights and more spires than chain 
stores.

w
hen searches of surrounding 
countryside yielded nothing, the 

police turned their attention to a stretch 
of the Connecticut River about 10 miles 
from Melissa’s home. It had a pier and a 
boat launch for fishing.

Her naked body was soon spotted 
bobbing on the surface and divers swiftly 
recovered it from the icy shallows. It had 
been tied to cinder blocks with rope in an 
amateurish attempt to stop it floating, and 
covered with branches to try and conceal 
it.

The autopsy showed extensive bruises 
and cuts on Melissa’s torso, and a number 
of circular injuries caused by a stun gun. 
Her feet had been tied with rope and the 
coroner was in no doubt that she’d been 
severely beaten. The actual cause of death 
was manual strangulation.

broken down near Melissa’s home, and 
could she give them a lift to get help as 
Allen is feeling ill?

Melissa is surprised and confused 
as she hardly knows Allen Prue and 
has barely spoken to Patricia. He 
snow-ploughed her driveway a few times 
and once asked her out, but she felt 
uncomfortable around him and stopped 
using him to clear the snow. Despite this, 
he called round occasionally to see if she 
needed any odd jobs doing. She always 
said no.
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Police struggled to find suspects who might have a reason to murder hard-
working and ambitious single parent Melissa Jenkins (above)
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a drive-thru dinner, came home around 
7.30 p.m. and went to bed to watch TV,” 
said Patricia.

Detectives put the couple under 
surveillance until they were sure the 
evidence against them was watertight, 
then called them in again for questioning, 
this time separately.

Despite being confronted with the 
CCTV footage and her signature on the 
“burner” cheque, Patricia denied any 
involvement. But Allen buckled almost 
immediately. He had an IQ of below 75 
and seemed unable or unwilling to lie 
under pressure of interrogation.

He said he and his wife were bisexual 
and had engaged in consensual 
threesomes many times. They often 
searched the internet for a third to have 
sex with in Patricia’s camper-van.

Melissa had caught their attention, he 
said, because she was clever, attractive 
and spoke courteously to him. They also 
liked the way she cared for Ty and was 
such a good mother. They wanted a child 
and she was the best possible example.

It seemed to detectives as if the Prues 
had become obsessed with Melissa 
and wanted to be like her because they 
saw her as successful and therefore 
powerful. They fantasised about having a 
threesome with her. But at some point the 
fantasy had become homicidal.

According to Allen Prue, the couple 
had gone out on the night Melissa died 
“because we wanted to get a girl we could 
play with. The moment she got out of her 
car, I grabbed her and started strangling 
her to muffle her screams.

“We pushed her onto the back seat 
of my vehicle and as I drove home Pat 
climbed on top of her and went on 
hitting and throttling her. She wanted to 
make sure Melissa wasn’t breathing and 
couldn’t escape.”

Unsure if she was alive or dead, they 
carried her into their house, stripped 
her naked and repeatedly stamped on 
her. Heaving her broken body onto a 
tarpaulin, they poured bleach over her to 
remove any incriminating forensic traces.

Still under cover of darkness, they 
wrapped her in a sheet and carried her 
back to their car which was parked at the 
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St. Johnsbury residents  were deeply shocked by the murder in their quiet town, 
and the school where Melissa had worked held a memorial service

“She clearly suffered greatly, and the 
crime appeared to be personal,” said 
detective Matt Nally. “But we couldn’t 
find a motive because this young woman 
had no enemies and was much loved by 
all who knew her. She’d been a doting 
mother and a picture of happiness with 
her baby son.”

Perry was quickly ruled out as a 
suspect because the footprints found by 
Melissa’s car didn’t match his boots or 
foot size, and signals from his mobile 
showed a different location from the 
crime scene. The father of Melissa’s son 
was also eliminated as he was at work 80 
miles away.

For a few days the case stalled. Then 
Melissa’s phone records brought a 
breakthrough. They showed that minutes 
before she rang Perry she’d received a 
call from a “burner” phone – a pre-paid 
mobile you can destroy or discard to hide 
your identity.

Detectives tracked the “burner” to 
a convenience shop 20 miles away in 
Littleton, New Hampshire, where the 
buyer had paid for it by cheque. The 
“burner” had pinged off phone masts 
near where Melissa’s SUV was found, 
and also at the river close to where her 
body was brought ashore.

The signature on the cheque was 
Patricia Prue’s, and CCTV from the 
shop showed the Prues walking round 
before buying the phone, Allen wearing 
the same baseball cap as the one found by 

Got a suggestion for the World’s Worst Killers? Write to us at True Detective, 
P.O. Box 735, London SE26 5NQ, UK or email truedetective@truecrimelibrary.com

Melissa’s car.
Although the evidence against them 

was stacking up fast, the pair were initially 
interviewed together after they arrived 
voluntarily at the police station to report 
that someone was trying to steal Patricia 
Prue’s identity. She said she thought it 
was probably her ex-husband whom 
she’d divorced two years ago.

Detectives quickly flipped the interview 
to Melissa Jenkins and asked how well 
they knew her and where they were on 
the night her car was found.

“We ran some errands in Littleton, got 

He was 
arrested in Quito 
on February 
26th, 1986, with 
a bag containing 
the bloody 
clothes of his 
latest victim, 
killed minutes 
before, and a 
copy of Crime 

and Punishment 
by Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky.

Under questioning Barbosa 
confessed to 71 murders and led 
police to many of the bodies. He was 
convicted in 1989 and given the 16 
years’ maximum sentence available 
in Ecuador. Interviewed in prison by 
Francisco Febres Cordero, he was 
described as highly intelligent: “He 
had an answer for everything and was 
able to speak of God and the Devil 
equally.” He cited Hesse, Vargas Llosa, 
García Márquez, Guimarães Rosa, 
Nietzsche, Stendhal and Freud, whom 
he had read during his incarceration.

He was allegedly murdered in 
November 1994, in prison, by a 
relative of one of his victims.

A 
pEtty CRIMINaL in Bogota, 
Barbosa was assisted by his 
partner Esmerelda in the 

drugging, abduction and rape of five 
girls. In 1964 he was captured and 
imprisoned for eight years, and after 
serving the sentence was released.

Working as a street-trader, he 
abducted and raped a nine-year-old 
girl. perceiving  that his previous 
mistake had been to leave his victims 
alive to identify him, he murdered her. 
He was arrested on May 3rd, 1974, in 
Barranquilla, and, although suspected 
of 80 rape-murders, he was convicted 
of the single murder and sentenced to 
life in prison in 1977. 

In 1986 he managed to escape 
a remote island prison and fled to 
Ecuador – living in the city of Guayaquil 
where, over the next two years, 55 
young girls disappeared. Barbosa would 
first gain the confidence of his victims, 
then rape and asphyxiate them before 
mutilating and dismembering the 
corpses with a machete. 

Got a suggestion for the World’s Worst Killers? Write to us at True Detective, 
P.O. Box 735, London SE26 5NQ, UK or email truedetective@truecrimelibrary.com

Daniel Camargo 
Barbosa
• Colombia

THE WORLD’S WORST KILLERS



rear of the house, drove to the river, and 
dumped her off the pier.

d
espite Allen Prue’s early confession, 
his wife continued to deny any part 

in Melissa’s murder – until detectives 
searched her computer and found she’d 
accessed sites relating to kidnap, stun 
guns and pre-paid mobiles.

Unlike a Taser, a stun gun is a 
close-range device that transmits 
an electric charge from prongs that 
actually touch the victim, leaving them 
immobilised, confused and disorientated.

The Prues were charged with 
first-degree murder, conspiracy to 
murder, kidnapping, and endangering the 
life of a minor. Their trials were delayed 
until 2014 after publicity necessitated a 
change of court venue.

In a shock change of plea, Allen Prue 
switched to one of not guilty after his 
lawyer Bob Katims argued that Patricia 
had planned the killing without telling 
her husband. He said Allen’s confession 
had been coerced, and that he was a 
weak-willed, feeble-minded and easily 
manipulated man with a low IQ who 
thought they were looking for a willing 

threesome, not a murder.
Katims alleged that Allen Prue’s 

statement that they’d gone out to “get 
a girl” didn’t mean by force. They were 
simply looking for someone to pick up 
and it was Patricia who had already 
decided to kill Melissa because she was 
“insanely jealous” that Allen had asked 
her out.

Asked why he’d helped kill Melissa, 
Allen Prue said: “I wasn’t feeling myself 
that night.”

Following nine days of testimony, he 
was sentenced to life without parole and 
told the court: “I am convicted of a crime 
I did not commit. But the one thing I am 
guilty of is bringing the person who did 
commit this crime to Vermont and for 
that I am truly sorry.”

Patricia Prue’s lawyers were all set 
to defend her on grounds of mental 
competency, claiming she suffered from 
post-traumatic stress disorder, personality 
disorders and panic attacks. But she too 
switched plea at the last minute, telling 
the judge: “I’m not sorry we were caught. 
I’m sorry it ever happened. Your honour, 
I would like to remain where I am – in 
prison for the rest of my life.

“I want to apologise personally for 
my husband not being a strong enough 
human being to admit his wrongs and 
be able to take his rightful punishment 
willingly.”

Before sentencing Patricia Prue to life 
without parole, the judge said she and 
her husband had gone out “hunting 
their prey to find a victim on which to 
perpetrate their perverted sex games.

“The attack was delivered with a 
sudden ferocity that drove Melissa to the 
ground. Allen Prue may have had the 
strength to choke her out, but it was his 
wife who carried out the final strangling.”

How to apportion blame 
accurately in this case is clearly 
difficult. Only after they were 
married did Patricia encourage 
Allen to explore wider sexual 
horizons, and he was apparently 
apprehensive at first about a 
multiple-partner lifestyle. But she 
had a hold over him that ultimately 
drove them to desire a fatal ménage-
a-trois. Did he realise what his wife 
had planned, did he collude with 
it, or did he just get enmeshed in it 
when the situation turned deadly?

7

Both Patricia and Allen Prue changed their pleas at different 

points in the proceedings. In the end, after much delay, they 

both received sentences of life without parole



JOHN THOMPSON had big plans 
for himself, most of them conceived 
when he was drunk. He was going 

to be a big-time professional criminal; 
he was going to show the world how to 
make it to the top.

So far, he hadn’t had much success. 
A Scot, he had come south to settle in 
Hackney, east London, to announce 
that he was a general dealer, a cover 
for his activities as a petty thief. Most 
people thought in fact that he was just a 
general nuisance. Those who knew him 
called him Punch, a name that owed as 
much to his fiery temper as his ability 
with his fists.

But Thompson, 42, was about to 
have his day, his place in the annals of 
crime. That would happen on Friday 
August 15th, 1980, when he became 
responsible for the biggest mass-murder 
ever committed in Britain.

The scene was tragically in the centre 
of London in a seedy, 10-foot-wide 
thoroughfare just off Tin Pan Alley, the 
street that had become something of a 
legend as the beating heart of the pop 
music industry. A narrow, apparently 
inconsequential street, its real name was 
Denmark Place, off Denmark Street, 
and it attracted young music lovers who 
came from all over the world just to be 
there, listening to the music in the place 

37 DIED IN

CRIMES THAT 
MADE THE 
HEADLINES

Bent on revenge after being 
thrown out of a club, the killer 
retaliated with a firebomb. The 
heat was so intense that the 
victims died where they sat, 

slumped over tables, the contents 
of their drinking glasses vaporised

Case report by  
Matthew Spicer

The Massacre 
ThaT 

TiMe ForgoT

8  True Detective  37 Died In The Massacre That Time Forgot

Denmark 
Place, off 
Denmark 
Street – a 
magnet 

for music 
lovers
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where the great and the good of pop 
laid out their plans for an even bigger, 
faster, louder brand of beat.

There was, however, another role 
played out in the capital by Denmark 
Place. On the fringe of Soho, it was a 
haven of sex shops, strip clubs, blue 
movie cinemas and illegal drinking 
and gambling clubs, all of which made 
it part of the city’s netherworld of 
gangsters.

That hot Friday night in August 
1980, when the spent heat lapped 
around its dilapidated buildings, it 
was reckoned that Denmark Street 
and Denmark Place had more than 40 
unlicensed premises, many hidden in 
attics and storerooms, serving booze 
and drugs and contravening every 
regulation known in London.

There is little trace of Tin Pan Alley 
in London today. It has since been 
effaced by the building of Crossrail, but 
in 1980 it was an irresistible magnet for 
a man like John Thompson. His night 
began by blowing a sizeable chunk of 
cash playing poker and ploughing coins 
into slot machines. After that he began a 
row in a club when he accused barman 
Jose Franco of overcharging him – he 
had received no change from a £5 note 
after ordering a rum and coke. 

The row became heated and 
Thompson punched Mr. Franco, 
adding racial slurs that would earn 
him a spell in jail today. He was then 
forcibly evicted into the dingy darkness 
of Denmark Place.

Drunk, his white safari suit creased 
and smudged, and now looking the 
worse for wear, Thompson continued to 
pour verbal abuse on anyone who came 
by, until his eye was suddenly caught 
by a two-gallon plastic can which had 
originally been used for battery acid, 
lying abandoned in the road.

This, he decided in a flash of 
inspiration, would be his weapon of 
revenge.

He picked up the can, hailed a taxi, 
and directed the driver to an all-night 

Rodo’s. They were especially popular 
with London’s Colombian community, 
as places to eat, drink and socialise. 
There was also lots of loud music and 
almost no police supervision – the 
premises had been raided only once, 
and that was back in 1978.

The Colombians worked for the most 
part in the city’s hotels and restaurants 
and the clubs remained open all day 
and far into the night to accommodate 
their members’ unsociable hours. At 
El Hueco the resident DJ was Hernan 
Vargas, a 26-year-old Colombian.

There were no health and safety rules 
and security was also non-existent. 
The windows were blocked with metal 
grilles and wooden shutters, and an 
emergency exit was firmly bolted shut. 
You simply rang the doorbell and, if 
you were known, a key was thrown 
down; you opened the door, took the 
key back in with you and passed it over 
to the owner.

One entrance, two clubs, and they 
were a pair of death traps waiting for 
their victims. So it was that the police, 
conferring with the local authority, 
decided that on Monday, August 18th 
they would shut down both clubs.

That never happened, because John 
Thompson got there first. He filled his 

can with petrol just three days before 
the closing-down date, and triggered 
a fireball and carnage that rivalled the 
London Blitz.

It was 3 a.m. by the time Thompson 
arrived back in his cab in Tin Pan Alley. 
The Spanish Rooms were packed, 
noisy and full of cigarette smoke; it was 
estimated that about 150 people were 
jammed into the minuscule space. 

Outside in the narrow street 
Thompson could hear Hernan 
Vargas the DJ going full steam at his 
job. But the disgruntled Scot wasn’t 
listening. Methodically he poured the 
petrol through the letterbox, lit a ball 
of crunched up paper and tossed it 
through on to the poured petrol.

Within a minute the building was 
engulfed in a deadly inferno. The old 
staircase that stood opposite the door 
was wooden and rickety and the walls 

A photofit image of the suspect

Scenes of devastation: the charred remains of victims who stood no chance of escape when a ball of fire ripped 
through the Spanish Rooms

The windows were blocked 
with metal grilles and 

wooden shutters, and an 
emergency exit was firmly 

bolted shut

petrol station in nearby Camden Town, 
where he filled the can with petrol 
before taking the same cab back to 
Tin Pan Alley. The cabbie, Raji Dawar, 
recalled that his drunken passenger 
“hooked his thumb in the direction of 
the Spanish Rooms in Denmark Place 
and muttered that he was going to fix 
them.”

The Spanish Rooms were effectively 
two clubs, El Hueco (The Hole) and 



were lined with 
polystyrene 
tiling for 
soundproofing 
– materials that 
fed the fire like 
tinder.

If that wasn’t 
enough the 
ground floor 
between the 
two clubs 
was used 
for storing 

30-odd hotdog stands, all 
loaded with Calor gas bottles containing 
highly flammable propane.

A survivor, Luis Silva, recalled what 
happened when the flames touched 
the gas bottles. “There was a terrific 
explosion. The lights started shaking 
and people started shouting, ‘It’s a 
bomb! It’s a bomb!’

“I ran to the door but the flames 
drove me back. The flames were all over 
the stairs; it was impossible to exit that 
way. People began smashing windows 
with their elbows and then jumping out. 
I jumped from a third-floor window.”

Another survivor, Angela Mulhearn, 
said, “We were all just sitting there 
enjoying ourselves when there was a 
huge bang. Glass and bits of the walls 

fell and stuck in people’s hair. There 
was lots of smoke. Some people were 
killed instantly. Someone got me out, 
I don’t know how. My friend Carol 
Gorey was killed.”

A South American remembered there 
was a strong smell of petrol everywhere 
and molten plastic was dripping from 
the ceiling. 

A German student, Andreas 
Baumann, compared the explosion to 
the sound of a plane going through 
the sound barrier. “There was panic 
everywhere. The lights went out and 
flames came leaping up the stairs.”

There was no escape for many on 
the lower floor. The fire was so quick 
to take hold that the victims died where 
they sat, slumped over tables with glass 
in hand, their contents vaporised.

The alarm was raised when a young 
woman in a state of shock dashed into 
the Kentucky Fried Chicken shop on 
nearby Charing Cross Road. While the 
owner dialled 999 his assistant manager 
ran to the club and tried desperately to 
break down the door; he failed because 
it was double-thickness and steel-lined.

“I must have kicked it 50 times,” he 
recalled. “It wouldn’t yield. I could hear 
terrible screams and flames were licking 

out of the windows.”
The local Soho fire station received 

the emergency call at 3.33 a.m. In the 
caller’s panicky haste the firemen were 
given the address as Denmark Court, a 
non-existent place. 

While the firemen searched for the 
address a passer-by directed them to 
Denmark Place, but like the assistant 
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manager they found the door to the 
clubs unyielding. It took precious 
minutes to smash this lethal barrier as 
sparks, fire and red-hot debris rained 
down on them.

The firefighters were met with a 
scene of absolute horror. Everywhere 
there were blinding flames and smoke 
and the screams of the guests mingled 

Above, police and firefighters at the scene after the blaze had been 
extinguished. Below, a diagram of the building

CRIMES THAT 

MADE THE 

HEADLINES

“There was a huge bang. 
Glass and bits of the walls 
fell and stuck in people’s 
hair. There was lots of 

smoke. Some people were 
killed instantly”
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with the sound of breaking windows. 
People were now throwing themselves 
from the upstairs windows and 
suffering serious injury as they hit the 
pavement below.

One survivor said that many victims 
inside the club were “paralysed” by a 
sudden surge of smoke, and although 
some of them were conscious and 
screaming they were nonetheless 
trapped in their seats. 

Some fortunate ones scrambled out 
to a neighbouring building clad in 
scaffolding. Others found a way out 
by breaking down a door that led to a 
music shop in Denmark Street. As the 
flames pursued them some of them 
became trapped and wielded guitars as 
axes. Fortunately they were rescued by 
firefighters using the shop as secondary 
route for tackling the inferno upstairs in 
the club.

Firefighters from Paddington joined 
the rescue, their engines crowding out 
Tin Pan Alley, a thoroughfare already 
blocked with bollards, and adding to 
the congestion. They fought the inferno 
for hours that stretched well into the 
new morning; it took another six hours 
before the building was safe to enter.

Inside, the clubs had been reduced 
to smouldering tombs. Thirty-seven 
people had died in the fireball. Many of 
the corpses were so badly charred that 
it was impossible to distinguish their 
gender. It took experts two months to 
identify all of them; they were citizens 
of eight different countries.

Thirteen died in Rodo’s on the first 
floor and 24 in El Hueco, on the floor 
above. One of the youngest victims was 
Diana Coward, 18, from Greenwich.

Fire chiefs surveying the smoking 
wreckage itemised the clubs’ failings. 
They noted that the fire was fuelled by 
many of the internal doors having been 
left open because of the hot weather. 
They reported that the layout of the bar 
– long and narrow and tightly packed 
with wooden benches, with just a single 
exit at one end – was a death trap.

A fire service photographer described 
the scene: “It was as if the tightly-
packed bodies were dominoes that had 
been pushed over.”

The building, No. 18 Denmark Place, 
was gutted and part of the slate roof 
had collapsed. Searching the street, 
firemen found a clue – a plastic can 
that still held a few drops of petrol from 
which came a piece of rag, plus a piece 
of bent metal which appeared to have 
been used as a funnel.

Police had first to rule out the 
possibility of a terrorist attack, and 
the possibility too of a gang turf war 
between Colombians involving drugs. 
Gradually, however, eye-witness reports 
were collated from people who had 
seen a man in Tin Pan Alley carrying 
the incriminating plastic can, and a 
photo-fit was created.

The suspect was described as 
wearing dark glasses (despite it being 
around 3 a.m.), between 30 and 40, 
about five-foot-three, slim “and almost 

certainly of Spanish or South American 
extraction, with a distinct Roman nose 
and a pointed chin.”

Interestingly, as later reports noted, 
the description could also have applied 
to a Romany Gypsy. It later turned out 
that John Thompson was of Romany 
Gypsy origin in Scotland.

But where was he? The London 
underworld let it be known that they 
were there to help police, but no one 
knew anything and no one had any idea 
why the clubs were attacked. Then the 
taxi-driver Raji Dawar came forward.

“He wasn’t Spanish,” the cabbie 
said. “He had a Scottish accent and he 

looked to me like a Romany Gypsy. He 
had been drinking quite heavily too.”

Every man and woman police officer 
in London was drafted in to find the 
suspect. They concentrated on pubs 
and clubs, including the illegal ones 
around Soho. Nine days into the search 
they found him. John Thompson was 
drinking in a club just 200 yards away 
from the murder scene.

On Wednesday, April 29th, 1981, 
Thompson pleaded not guilty at 

the Old Bailey to one specimen charge 
of murder – that of Archibald Cameron, 
63. He was also accused of another 
arson attack in Hackney the previous 

year when, following a dispute, he was 
alleged to have poured petrol through a 
neighbour’s letterbox.

His defence came as something of a 
surprise. He told the court: “To this day 
I don’t know how the fire started. I had 
nothing to do with it. But I know it is 
the work of protection racketeers and 
they engineered the situation in such a 
way as to put the blame on me.”

This was not without some 
foundation. Two months before the 
fire two men had gone to the Spanish 
Rooms demanding protection money 
with dire threats. According to the 
defence, it was possible that these 
shadowy gangsters had seen Thompson 
in the club and reckoned he could pass 
as a South American.

Additionally, informers had told 
police that two men “with a reputation 
for violence” had threatened to 
firebomb six other Soho clubs when the 
owners refused to pay them protection 
money.

There was other, conflicting, 
evidence. At least one witness said she 
had seen two men, one holding a petrol 
can, fleeing the scene. Another witness 
claimed they saw a man in Tin Pan 
Alley carrying two petrol cans.

Victor Gonzales, owner of the 
Spanish Rooms, told two acquaintances 
shortly before the fire that he had been 
warned someone was going to burn 
down his club. He was no stranger to 
such happenings – he lost a similar 
business eight years earlier when his 
Soho club was destroyed by an arsonist.

The defence also pointed out that 
the cabbie, Raji Dawar, only told police 
about Thompson saying he would “fix 
them” when the trial began, despite 
giving two other statements at the time 
of the crime.

Now, from the dock Thompson 
claimed that an earlier confession he 
had given in which he admitted he 
had started the fire was made under 

“To this day I don’t know 
how the fire started. I had 
nothing to do with it. But 
I know it is the work of 

protection racketeers and 
they engineered a situation 
in such a way as to put the 

blame on me”

An aerial view of the roof of the Spanish Rooms



duress after a police officer threatened 
him with violence. “I was given the 
impression that if I didn’t say what they 
wanted I would be kicked to hell,” he 
said. “I didn’t realise the consequences. 
It was self-preservation.”

He did agree that he was in the 
Spanish Rooms and had started an 
argument with Jose Franco. As for the 
petrol, he claimed it was for his own 
car and he had stashed the container 
near the club’s entrance while he went 
to look for a car battery to steal for his 
vehicle.

When he first heard about the Tin 
Pan Alley fire, he said, he considered 
going to the police to tell them about 
the can he had left near the scene, 
but thought better of it as he was 
already suspected of the arson attack in 
Hackney.

The Old Bailey jury cleared him 

years.
Speculation and analysis of the trial 

received scant attention, and one of 
the reasons for that was that reporters 
were crammed into the courtroom next 
door where Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire 
Ripper, was also on trial. Another 
reason was that it was assumed most 
of the victims were South Americans 
working illegally in the UK, although 
this was far from the case.

There were a number of 
misconceptions about the Tin Pan Alley 
fire that contributed to it being quickly 
shuffled off the front pages. The Daily 
Mail opined that “such places appealed 
not just to minority groups and tired 

prostitutes but all kinds of folk intent on 
slumming,” which was a long way from 
the truth.

Today the Tin Pan Alley inferno has 
become the crime that time forgot. 
Even Denmark Place itself has gone 
– swept away to make room for the 
Elizabeth Line. There is no plaque 
commemorating the event, and it wasn’t 
until 2015 that a full list of the victims’ 
names was published. 

They included Hernan Vargas, the 
resident DJ at El Hueco, who died 
trying to save his prized collection 
of vinyl records that he had stored 
in the attic, and Jose Franco, the 
barman involved in the altercation with 
Thompson, who died trying to escort 
people to safety. 

The youngest victim, 17-year-old 
Alexander Reid, died after having 
heroically re-entered the burning 
building to rescue a pregnant woman.

Exactly 28 years to the day after 
the murders, on August 16th, 2008, 
John Thompson died of lung cancer 
in Dovegate Prison near Uttoxeter, 
Staffordshire. He was 70.
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Today the Tin Pan Alley 
inferno has become the 
crime that time forgot. 

Even Denmark Place itself 
has gone – swept away 
to make room for the 

Elizabeth Line

of the Hackney arson but they didn’t 
believe the rest of his story and found 
him guilty of the Tin Pan Alley arson. 
He was sentenced to life imprisonment 
for murder with a minimum of 30 
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The Original Wolf Of Wall Street
Has TD ever featured the career of 
American con-man David 
Lamar? I believe he conned 
one of the Rockefellers into 
investing into a company 
whilst Lamar was busy 
selling his shareholdings. 
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Such a story involving one of the 
most illustrious American families and 
how they were conned would make 
a fascinating story to read in a future 
issue. 

William Healey, Leicestershire

We’ve never covered the case of David 
Lamar (sometimes known as “The Wolf of 
Wall Street”), Mr. H. But we agree it could 
make a fascinating article for a future issue. 
Would other readers like to learn more?

Serial-Killing Police Officer
Have you ever covered the story of 
Gerard Schaefer? He was a serving 
police officer and serial killer of young 
women and girls. 
He was caught after 
picking up two 
hitchhikers who 
fortunately managed 
to escape. If you have 
published any article 
regarding this case 
could you please let 
me know which back 
issue it would have 
been in.

G. McKnight, Harlow

We can do better than that -- we’ll present 
the full story in a near-future issue of True 
Detective. Watch for it!

Dave, Daisy And The It Girl
Edward S. Sullivan’s account of Dapper 
Dave Clark’s misdemeanours (“The 
District Attorney Who Turned To Killing,” 
January) skipped over his prosecution 
of flame-haired “It Girl” Clara Bow’s 
secretary and accountant, Daisy DeVoe, 
for embezzlement. It was in many ways 
a turning point. 

Arguably, LA DA Buron Fitts brought 
the charges to keep in with his pals at 
Paramount. They 
were getting sore ears 
from Clara after she 
fell out with Daisy. 
Of the 35 charges 
brought against Daisy, 
34 were dismissed. 
The one guilty verdict 
concerned an unpaid 
Internal Revenue 
Service cheque by 
Clara from which 
Daisy could never 
profit. “You two are 
railroading me, and 
you’ll both come to 
a bad end because of 
it,” Daisy declared. 
“I haven’t done 
anything!” It was 
a view shared by 
Yale law professor 
David Bouchard. He 
later described the 
verdict as an unlawful 
conviction. 

The trial revelations of Clara’s 
libertine lifestyle blew apart her career. 
She retired at 28. Dave Clark and Buron 
Fitts, as Daisy predicted, came to a bad 
end. Dave was convicted of murder 
and Buron killed himself – with the 
same gun used to kill William Desmond 
Taylor.

Andrew Stephenson, Newhaven

Above, Clara 
Bow. Below, 
Daisy DeVoe

Gerard 
Schaefer

Has TD ever told the story of Graeme 
Woodhatch, who entered hospital 
on Thursday, May 21st, 1992, for 
a routine haemorrhoids operation 
and who, three days later (whilst 
still in hospital), became the victim 
of a murder committed by a most 
unexpected and surprising killer?

Stuart Davies, Barnstaple

We’ve never featured a full account in TD, 
Mr. D., but for you and all our readers, 
here’s a short resume of what we know: 

We all have our dreams. Te 
Rangimaria Ngarimu’s was to 
have her own mobile home.

She was a 27-year-old Maori 
working in England, and she 
felt there was little chance of 
her dream ever coming true...
until one day a fellow-New 
Zealander offered her £7,000. 
All she had to do was shoot 
his business partner who had 
cheated him. She accepted the 
contract.

The proposed victim was 
38-year-old Graeme Woodhatch, 
who was in Hampstead’s Royal Free 
Hospital recovering from an operation 
for piles. But that was the least of his 
troubles.

In addition to business debts he 
owed £400,000 in tax. He was on bail 
after threatening to kill his secretary. 
And his business partners, roofing 
contractors Deith Bridges and Paul 
Tubbs, were gunning for him. He had 
defrauded them of £50,000.

It was Bridges who propositioned 
the Maori girl he had first met in the 
1980s when she was a barmaid in 
London. He told her where to find 
Woodhatch in hospital, and she was 
later to say he instructed her: “Shoot 
him twice in the head and twice in the 
body to be sure of death.”

On May 24th, 1992, she went to the 
hospital.

Woodhatch was using a telephone 
when she shot him twice in the head 
and twice in the chest.

Then she went to Bridges’s Camden 
Town flat, dumped the gloves, 

tracksuit and baseball cap she was 
wearing, and caught the next flight 
to New Zealand. She was well on 
her way by the time the murder was 
discovered, for Woodhatch was at first 
believed to have died from a brain 
haemorrhage. Five hours passed 
before his bullet wounds were spotted 
in the mortuary.

Tubbs and Bridges soon became 
suspects as his business associates with 
a £50,000 grudge against him.

Tubbs had phoned a friend, asking 
him to help Bridges dispose of the 

clothes the hit-woman had 
worn for the killing. They 
were in a holdall, and the 
friend had looked inside it 
before he hurled it into a 
pond. He was later to help 
detectives recover it.

The investigators also 
learned about Te Rangimaria 
Ngarimu. “I couldn’t kill 
a chicken,” she said when 
officers questioned her 
in New Zealand. “I am a 
vegetarian.”

Then she “got religion.”
Deciding to stop opposing 

extradition, she returned voluntarily 
to England to salve her conscience 
and her evidence helped to secure the 
conviction of Tubbs and Bridges, jailed 
for life in 1994 for their part in the 
murder.

The judge recommended that they 
serve a minimum of 16 and 15 years 
respectively.

This was not entirely bad news for 
Bridges. The trial had been adjourned 
while he recovered after being shot in 
the chest and a leg while walking one 
evening in Ruislip, so he would be 
safer in prison.

Te Rangimaria Ngarimu, believed 
to be the first female contract killer 
used in Britain, was also sentenced 
to life imprisonment. But in her 
case the judge accepted that she 
had expressed deep remorse. He 
made no recommendation as to 
her minimum sentence, telling her: 
“I am satisfied that you are not a 
professional killer.”

Hired to kill: 
Te Rangimaria 

Ngarimu

Slain By A Hit-Woman In Hospital

David 
Lamar
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In Dorothy L. Sayers’s 1928 
whodunnit novel Unnatural Deaths, a 
nurse injects her great-aunt with an air 
bubble, using a hypodermic syringe.

The same idea was used in the 1985 
TV series Shadow Chasers. But it’s not 
been confined to fiction.

A Belgian man called Ivo Poppe, a 
61-year-old former nurse and ordained 
pastor, killed at least 10 people by air 
injection.

Known as the Deacon of Death, 
he admitted to euthanising elderly 
people, claiming to have killed up to 20. 
Prosecutors believe that in total, there 
were up to 50 suspicious deaths in the 

hospital where he worked.
In real life, however, injecting air is 

nowhere near as guaranteed a method 
of murder as the books and films like to 
make out.

Also known as a gas embolism, it 
can occur naturally. What happens is 
that a small pocket of air enters the 
bloodstream, travels to the heart, lungs 
or brain through the vascular system, 
and causes a blockage.

That blockage is then the start of a 
whole range of potential problems – 
stroke, heart attack or respiratory failure.

Doctors and nurses are trained to 
prevent this happening whenever they 

C
HRISTOPHER GREENAWAY 
was a 47-year-old army veteran. 
He’d served in Iraq, and was a 

typical ex-soldier.
Unfortunately, he was also a typical, 

modern middle-aged man, and thus 
prone to heart disease.

So in early August 2017 he went into 
the Christus Trinity Mother Frances 
Hospital for coronary artery bypass 
graft surgery. 

Everything went well. His surgeon 
expected him to make a full recovery. 
Unfortunately, even though he survived 
the horrors of Iraq – bullets, bombs, 
roadside ambushes and more – he 
wouldn’t survive the supposed safety of 
a hospital at home in Texas.

For while he was resting in his bed 
in the intensive care unit, quietly 
recovering from life-saving surgery, 
he suffered a sudden, catastrophic 
emergency.

Within days, Christopher was dead.
But his life wouldn’t be the only one 

to end in that hospital.
And the prime suspect wasn’t an 

insurgent. It was none other than one of 
the nurses who was supposed to have 
been caring for him.

Lord Peter Wimsey is credited with 
being the first detective – fictional or 

otherwise – to uncover the air bubble 
method of homicide.

Case report 
by Mark Davis

A hospital should be where you go to receive 
help and care. But for patients at one in Texas, 

admission proved to be an avoidable death 
sentence. Nurse William Davis found it the perfect 

place to carry out his evil work...

TWISTED 
NURSE ENJOYED 

WATCHING 
PATIENTS DIE

Sadistic caregiver William Davis in court. He took pleasure in injecting air 
into his patients’ veins, knowing it could prove fatal
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give an injection or conduct other 
medical procedures, as well as in how to 
recognise it and treat it if it happens.

The symptoms can be difficult to 
trace, especially in the sick, elderly 
and those with underlying health 
conditions. They include difficulty 
breathing, sudden confusion or loss of 
consciousness, skin turning blue and 
acute pain in the joints and muscles.

It can be an extremely painful way 
to die – and that’s if the victim dies. 
Patients can often be left in a coma, 
or paralysed, or suffer other terrible 
life-changing problems.

That, in short, is what William Davis 
was hoping to inflict, as often as he 
could, on as many patients as he could.

Davis was a 37-year-old nurse from 
Hallsville, Texas. Married with two 
young children, he told everyone he 
knew how much he loved his work as 
a nurse at the Christus Trinity Mother 
Frances Hospital in Tyler, Texas.

His employment record was spotless. 
He passed all the checks and tests, all 
the background searches and reference 
requests that the hospital human 
resources department put him through. 
And then he worked hard to ingratiate 
himself with his colleagues and team 
members.

He volunteered for overtime, he 
worked extra shifts, built up a great 
rapport with his patients, claimed to be a 
devout Christian and went to church on 
most Sundays.

He even did extra work as an agency 
nurse at the Peaches Owen Heart 
Hospital, saying that he had to work 
two jobs to support his family and that 
he particularly liked working with heart 
patients.

Everyone was fooled – everyone, 
without exception, because he was that 
good at deceiving those around him.

However, it all started to go hideously, 
spectacularly wrong, on June 22nd, 
2017.

A 61-year-old male patient 
experienced what was later described as 
“a profound and unexplainable incident 
resembling stroke-like symptoms.”

He was left in a persistent vegetative 
state, unable to talk, move or 
communicate in any way.

Then it happened again. A 
58-year-old man had almost the exact 
same symptoms.

And then Christopher Greenaway 
died while recovering from his heart 
surgery.

His regular nurse, Ben Rasberry, asked 
his colleague William Davis to keep an 
eye on Christopher while he nipped out 
for a sandwich.

While Ben was away, Christopher 
suffered a sudden neurological incident.

As soon as the alarms went off, Ben 
came rushing back, but it was too late. 
Christopher was declared brain-dead 
and died four days later on August 6th.

For everyone involved, this was all a 
terrible shock. But the most shocking 
thing was what the subsequent 
investigation into the incident uncovered.

Everyone had been expecting that Ben 
had somehow been negligent, or missed 
something that could have prevented 
Christopher’s death.

But no.

What the investigation uncovered was 
completely unexpected – William Davis 
was a serial killer hiding in plain sight.

After Christopher Greenaway’s 
death, and while the investigation 

was still ongoing, the problems and 
cases kept mounting.

Pamela Henderson, 63, was also left 
in a persistent vegetative state after 
suffering a stroke. She made a partial 
recovery, but was left with limited 
mobility and sight problems.

Joseph Kalina was, too. He became 
a quadriplegic, meaning he became 
completely unable to control any part of 

his body below his neck.
He also suffered severe brain damage, 

and was even left unable to talk.
By now, questions were being asked 

about the sharp increase in these terrible 
events.

What could be causing them? Why 
were they happening so suddenly, to so 
many patients? Why was the outcome so 
catastrophic for them?

Medical records endnotes were 
examined with a fine-tooth comb. 
Procedures were checked and 
re-checked, nurses and doctors 
interviewed and investigated.

And then someone spotted something 
while going through the hospital CCTV.

William Davis.
In every single case, he was there. And 

he was the only one who was there in 

Medical records were 
examined. And then 

someone spotted 
something while going 
through the hospital 
CCTV: William Davis. 
In every single case he 

was there

Above, victim Christopher 
Greenaway. Below, victim 

Joseph Kalina

The Christus Trinity Mother Frances Hospital in Tyler, Texas, where nurse 
William Davis was employed
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A
t the time of his suicide 
Cunanan, already amongst 
the FBi’s 10 most wanted 

fugitives, had ensured his place in 
the annals of spree killer history 
by adding the murder of fashion 
designer Gianni Versace to the other 
four killings he committed during a 
three-month period in 1997.

highly intelligent and garrulous, he 
cultivated a chameleon-like ability 
to alter his personal appearance to 
fit his companions and surroundings, 
and was noted as a fantasist who 
began mythologising his life at an 
early age. All these traits stood him 
in good stead for a life of crime. 
Beginning as a rent boy, he moved 
through increasing violence to petty 
theft and drug-dealing.

On April 29th, 1997, Cunanan 
bludgeoned Jeffrey trail to death 
in the apartment of a former lover, 
David madson. Four days later 
madson was found dead from 
multiple gunshot wounds. 

Cunanan’s 
next kill, after 
having driven 
to Chicago, 
was 72-year-
old Lee miglin, 
a real estate 
developer, on 
may 4th, 1997. 
this murder 
saw him 
added to the FBi ten most Wanted 
list. Five days later, in Pennsville, New 
Jersey, at the Finn’s Point National 
Cemetery, he killed caretaker William 
Reese.

After the fourth murder Cunanan 
“hid” in miami Beach, Florida, for 
two months. On July 15th, 1997, he 
murdered fashion designer Gianni 
Versace outside his miami Beach 
mansion.

eight days after murdering Versace, 
on July 23rd, 1997, Cunanan shot 
himself dead in the bedroom of 
a miami houseboat. No motive 
for the Versace murder was ever 
determined but much was made of 
the killer’s psychopathic tendencies.

Got a suggestion for the World’s Worst Killers? Write to us at True Detective, 
P.O. Box 735, London SE26 5NQ, UK or email truedetective@truecrimelibrary.com

• United States

Andrew Cunanan

THE WORLD’S WORST KILLERS

The hospital initially refused to 
comment on the lawsuit from the Kalina 
family, but they insisted that Davis had 
passed all of the required background 
checks, and that they were now 
reviewing all of the patients’ files that 
Davis had been in contact with.

“We continue to be distressed by 
these serious allegations,” a hospital 

spokesman said. “However, our 
healthcare ministry remains rooted 
in our mission to extend the healing 
ministry of Jesus Christ. We will not 
allow this matter to take away from the 
exceptional holistic care provided to our 
patients and their families.”

That, thoufgh, was of little comfort to 
the victims’ families.

Davis was arrested at his home in 
early 2018 by detectives from the 

Tyler Police Department. His nursing 
licence was suspended and he was held 
in the Smith County Jail with bail set at 
$4 million.

He was accused of tampering with 
the IVs of at least seven patients, and 
an affidavit stated that he intentionally 
injected air into the catheters of those 
recovering from heart surgery.

Investigators were told he was the only 
employee who was present with each of 
the patients who experienced stroke-like 
symptoms.

They also heard how hospital officials 
grew concerned and called in the police 
after the troubling pattern emerged 
– the series of profound, inexplicable 
neurological emergencies affecting 
patients in the cardiac intensive care 
unit that he was responsible for was 
statistically almost impossible.

Overall, the authorities were convinced 
that Davis would have killed at every 
opportunity he had.

Eventually, Davis was charged with 
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“Davis is not only  
a serial killer, using  
a hospital setting  

as the perfect place  
to hide, but he  

enjoyed watching  
his patients die”

every single case.
As often as not, he was only there for 

a matter of seconds, but those seconds 
were crucial.

Because immediately after he left the 
patients’ rooms, they crashed.

For example, in the case of Joseph 
Kalina, Davis was seen entering his 
room on the morning of January 25th, 
2018, and leaving just a minute later.

But almost as soon as Davis left, 
Joseph Kalina’s heart rate dropped like 
a stone, while his blood pressure went 
through the roof.

So Davis was checked over, and fired.
Another nurse had discovered several 

inconsistencies in his paperwork and 
discharge of medication to his patients.

The reason given was that his contract 
had been terminated for falsification of 
care events and unethical practice.

As soon as they heard this, the Kalina 
family thought there was something 
fishy about the official explanation.

So they sued for medical negligence 
by the hospital.

“Mr. Kalina has now had his 
life forever changed,” the family 
representative said at the time. “He is 
suffering from severe, irreversible brain 
damage, is unable to walk or talk or feed 
himself and his permanent injuries will 
require full-time care.”

In fact, even full-time care wasn’t 
enough. Joseph Kalina died in 2020, 
having never recovered.

A smiling William Davis with his family. Nothing in his previous 
employment record had given rise to suspicion
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of some of his patients, who died, as 
patients do all the time in every hospital, 
everywhere.

And every nurse has patients who die 
on them, not just William Davis.

“Are you trying to kill people or are 
you trying to help people?” Hayes asked. 
“Because here, we’re doing both.” 

The jury wasn’t swayed by any of the 
defence arguments.

It took them roughly an hour to return 
a guilty verdict on all four counts of 
capital murder, which meant that in 
Texas, he would be eligible for the death 
penalty.

Ten days after the verdicts, the court 
met again for sentencing.

Making their case, the prosecution 
played a recording of a conversation that 
Davis had had with his wife over the 
phone from prison.

During the call, he apparently 
admitted that he’d been trying to 
prolong the victims’ lives so that he 
could work more overtime, insisting that 
the deaths were accidental.

“Even if it was true that he was 
somehow trying to prolong their illness,” 
insisted DA Putnam, “for someone to do 
that, to kill their patient and try again, 
you have to be the kind of person who 
has no empathy, who doesn’t care for 
another person, who is unconcerned 
with their wellbeing, who feels no guilt.

“We are dealing with a homicidal 
psychopath, one who has no place in 
our society, our world. I have no doubt 
he killed before, and had he not been 
caught, he would have carried on killing 
again and again.

“Despite his defence claims at 
trial, there is no way this could have 
been accidental. The evidence is 
overwhelming. The only conclusion you 
can come to is that someone who would 
do something like this would have to be 
cold and callous and unfeeling.

“He has no love for anyone but 
himself. What he has done to these 
families, people who entrusted their 
loved ones’ lives to him, didn’t faze him 
at all.”

As this was Texas, the court duly 
passed the death sentence, which will be 
automatically appealed.

On average, the appeals process takes 
around 10-12 years to pass through the 
various courts at state and federal levels.

DA Putnam acknowledged that 
further murder charges against Davis 
may be presented during the coming 
years, although the length of time since 
they happened may make proving them 
difficult.

In the meantime, William Davis will be 
waiting in Huntsville Correctional Prison 
in his place on Death Row.

And while he began his career 
supposedly promising to keep his 
patients alive and healthy, he instead is 
awaiting the same fate as his victims – a 
deliberate death by lethal injection.

It is, at least, some sort of poetic 
justice for the way he carried out 
his appalling acts.

the murders of two other patients, 
74-year-old John Lafferty and 
68-year-old Ronald Clark. By the time 
he went on trial in 2021, Joseph Kalina 
had also died, as had another patient, so 
at his trial the total was four charges of 
capital murder and three of attempted 
murder.

When the trial eventually started in 
October 2021 after being delayed by 
the Covid pandemic, it heard from a 
number of medical experts.

Dr. William Yarborough, a 
pulmonologist and professor of internal 
medicine from Dallas, told the court that 
injecting air into the arterial system of 
the brain causes brain injury and death.

He said that he could tell that this 
was what had happened to the victims 
by studying images of brain scans, 
something he had never seen before in 
decades of working in medicine.

He added that the victims had not 
died due to blood pressure or other 
possible reasons for the air getting into 
the blood – the fact that every victim 
had undergone surgery successfully and 
was in recovery meant that the air could 
only have been introduced afterwards.

The professor wasn’t the only expert 
to testify. Forensic pathologist John 
Ralston said that the evidence he had 
seen proved that the air bubbles were 
inserted “deliberately” and that the 
cause of deaths was homicide.

Davis’s colleague Ben Rasberry also 
gave evidence. “I do remember Will 
was in there, and I said ‘Dude, what 
happened?’” he said. “And he said ‘I 
don’t know, his blood pressure went 
high’ and I thought this is crazy. I can’t 
believe this happened.”

Jacob Putnam, the District Attorney 
for Smith County, claimed that Davis 
had harmed at least 11 patients by 
injecting air into the arterial lines or 
veinous systems.

“We could have presented you with 
a handful of deaths in suspicious 
circumstances,” he said, “but we are not 
bringing charges in this case because 
they would have been harder to prove 
and the magnitude of the defendant’s 
actions would be hard to comprehend.”

Nevertheless, he did attempt to give 
the jury some idea of the scale of what 
he believed Davis had been trying to get 
away with.

“Davis is not only a serial killer, using 
a hospital setting as the perfect place 
to hide,” DA Putnam continued, “but 
he enjoyed watching his patients die. 
He was a sadistic caregiver who slipped 
into patients’ rooms when no one was 
watching and took pleasure in injecting 
air into their veins, knowing it would 
cause fatal brain damage.

“He planned these interventions and 
nothing gave him more pleasure than 
administering the fatal injections. He 
was fast and efficient, he wanted to kill 
as many patients as he could, and – 
short of being caught – he would have 
carried on regardless.

“If you watch the video on Joseph 
Kalina, he sat the end of the hall and 

watched those monitors and he waited.
“That’s because he liked it.”
DA Putnam did his best to ensure that 

Davis, and only Davis, was to blame 
– there was nothing the hospital could 
have done.

Until Davis had arrived, there had 
been no suspicious deaths at the 
hospital, and there had been none since. 
He was also the only ICU nurse present 
for all of the suspicious deaths.

The DA added that the hospital 
hadn’t changed its procedures as there 

was no need – there had been no similar 
incidents since Davis had been arrested.

The defence, on the other hand, 
obviously did its best to make out 
that the prosecution case was entirely 
circumstantial – just because someone is 
there doesn’t automatically mean they’re 
up to something.

“None of these things adds up,” said 
attorney Philip Hayes.

He implied that the hospital was using 
Davis as a convenient scapegoat – with 
a wife and two children, Davis had no 
reason to harm patients and was instead 
a dedicated nurse trying to save the lives 

The Huntsville Correctional prison 
where Davis is incarcerated

“He was fast and 
efficient, he wanted to 
kill as many patients 

as he could, and – 
short of being caught – 
he would have carried 

on regardless”

Homicidal psychopath: 
Davis’s police mug-shot
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ICHARD ASHE, born in the 
county of Dorset, joined the Royal 
Navy just after his 20th birthday 

and became one of the crew of HMS 
Sultan. His shipmates nicknamed him 
“Darky” because of his dark hair and 
dark skin.

When Sultan joined the Mediterranean 
fleet, it was preparing to attack the 
Egyptian port of Alexandria in 1882. 
Ashe watched the shelling of the port 
with considerable fascination.

Later that same year, he arrived – 
this time aboard HMS Liffey – in San 
Francisco, and after roaming the Pacific 
coastline, joined the US Army under the 
name of John McNight. He promptly 
deserted, became John Newman and 
joined the Canadian Mounted Police, and 
shortly deserted again.

For a decade he went to sea travelling 
the world and in 1892 was docked in Rio 
de Janeiro. There he boarded the Olive 
Branch, a vessel bound for Australia.

It was a poor name for a ship in 
which the new hand proved to be a lazy 
troublemaker who threatened Captain 
Petrie, the master.

The latter took prompt action when 
his ship reached port, for the malcontent 
found himself brought before an 
Australian magistrate and later served a 
month in jail.

That short term gave him time to take 
fresh bearings. He read in the newspapers 
about the gold strike that had made some 
prospectors in the Coolgardie region rich.

U
pon his release he took ship to 
Fremantle, but the kind of pickings 

he indulged in landed him in the town’s 
jail on several occasions. He hadn’t been 
particularly adroit in his sneaky raiding of 
miners’ claims and property.

After being handled rather roughly 

Case recalled by 
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when caught, he decided that 
horse-stealing might be more profitable. 
He sold the animals to a man in 
Northam, which was then the terminus 

of the railway leading to the gold 
mines.

Ashe did some unaccountably 
foolish things in his desire to come by 
other people’s money, which appealed 

to him much more than the prospect 
of a wage he had to wait for until he had 

done some labour. One of them was to 
give a receipt for the cash handed over 
for the horses. A receipt was usual proof 
that payment had been made. The thief 
on this occasion made out the receipt in 
his own name.

Moreover, he had not bothered to find 

that he flinched from what the prospect 
entailed. He was clearly tired of 
merely dipping his fingers into others’ 
possessions. He intended to scoop the lot.

He put up at Gilham’s Hotel while he 
worked out the details of his plan, signing 
the register there as Frank Butler. By this 
time he had a not very prepossessing face. 
His nose was flattened with a twist to one 
side, probably the result of a seaman’s 
fight.

He was of low to medium height, 
thick-set, and easily looked the part of the 
villain he was about to become – one of 
the most notorious in Australia’s criminal 
history, which is unique in a number of 
respects.

In his room at Gilham’s Hotel, the new 

Above, the shallow grave unwittingly dug by 20-year-old geology student 
Arthur Preston at Linden. Butler shot him, covered his remains with a red 

and white towel, rock and soil, before returning to Sydney

Sydney

HANGED IN 
AUSTRALIA
HANGED IN 
AUSTRALIA

Frank Butler worked out the terms of 
the advertisement he was about to have 
inserted in the Sydney Morning Herald. It 
read:

“Experienced miner wanted as mate to 
visit the Blue Mountains prospecting. Equal 
Exes. – Gold, Herald.”

AUSTRALIA

SERIAL KILLER

out that the stolen horses belonged to the 
local police. The thief was soon traced 
and back he went to the Fremantle jail.

Upon his release, he felt compelled to 
relieve his state of penury by making raids 
on some miners’ tents. One belonged 
to Frank Harwood, a mining engineer, 
and among the papers found in the tent 
were Harwood’s certificates of trained 
ability received from the School of Mines 
at Ballarat. These disappeared into the 
thief’s pocket, together with any money 
he found.

He next secured passage on the 
Marlborough to Sydney. His name was 
recorded on the passenger list as Frank 
Butler Harwood. And he arrived in 
Sydney with his mind made up. He 
would never use his own name again, 
particularly because he had thought out a 
way to satisfy his avarice.

It would mean murdering his victims. 
There is nothing on record to suggest 
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Frank Butler, alias Frank Harwood, alias Frank Ash, 
photographed at Darlinghurst Gaol, May 1897

USTRALIA’S FIRST  

SERIAL KILLER

After travelling the world he arrived at Australia under a cloud, and 
took the latest of his many aliases. But this time he decided he would 

do anything to get rich – even murder was no obstacle...

Then he sat back and waited for 
curious and interested applicants to 
make further inquiries about the offer. 
It certainly didn’t give much away 
about the advertiser, who had two 

things going for him.
The first was the geographical fact 

that the Blue Mountains of New South 
Wales were only some 40 miles from 
Sydney, with a rail spur extending to their 

lower reaches. The second was mining 
engineer Frank Butler Harwood’s stolen 
credentials.

So all the waiting man had to do 
was pick the most likely applicant and 
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Butler had no liking for 
work that produced a 

sweat. He was content to 
let the other man dig out 

his own grave

camped at Black Range, some miles from 
Parkes.

They were rinsing stones at a stream, 
trying to pan some alluvial gold which 
didn’t exist. Burgess had been told that 
the digging was to reopen a known mine 
position. Butler did most of the stone 
rinsing. He had no liking for work that 
produced a sweat. He was content to let 
the other man dig out his own grave.

When Burgess had done so, his partner 
duly shot him, buried the body in the 
shallow trench, covered it over, and for 
some reason buried the dead man’s cap, 
which he had bought because of the 
label, which read: “Experienced miner 
wanted as mate to visit the Blue Mountains 
prospecting. Equal Exes. – Gold, Herald.”

Butler probably thought that the 
headgear might remind someone of the 
man who had worn it.

However, the murder and burial of 
Burgess netted the murderer just a few 
pounds more than the 15 for which he 
sold the wagon and horses. He stayed a 
night in Parkes, then returned to Sydney, 
where once more Mr. Harwood ate in the 
dining-room of Gilham’s Hotel.

H
is next advertisement whetted the 
interest of another man ready to dig 

for a fortune in gold. A Mr. Sawkins was 
ready to throw £10 into the joint kitty. 
But when Mrs. Sawkins saw Frank Butler 
he made such an unfavourable impression 
on her that she told her husband to keep 
his tenner and stay at home. He did.

Frank Butler next tried advertising in 

“Wanted, a mate for prospecting trip on 
equal terms. Apply 822 George Street.”

This was where Thompson’s Railway 
Dining-Rooms were situated. Butler 
occupied one of the rooms above them.

To this address came 20-year-old 
Arthur Preston, a geology student. His 
parents had money, and they agreed 
to finance their son’s trip to prospect 
for gold.Young Preston took along two 
fellow-lodgers when he first went to 
meet Butler.The advertiser, smiling 
and welcoming, announced that he was 
prepared to turn down another offer in 
order to accommodate this young man 
seeking experience in geology and any 
gold he might find in the process.

Terms were agreed and the enthusiastic 
young Preston told Butler that he would 
buy a shotgun for some shooting in the 
mountains.

“No need for that,” said the still-smiling 
Butler. “I’ve already got a rifle and I’m a 
pretty good shot.”

The result was that all four went to 
Redfern Station to say their last goodbyes.
The two prospectors waved as the train 
pulled from the station, and Preston’s 
fellow-lodgers shouted their best wishes.

Butler yelled back: “Don’t expect to 
hear from us soon! We’re going a long 
way back! Might take us six weeks!”

O
n the same train, by coincidence, 
was another resident at 822 George 

Street. This was Elias Thompson, who 
owned the dining-rooms. He was on the 
train when the prospectors alighted at 
Emu Plains. He gave Butler quite a shock 
when he leaned out of the window to 
greet him.

Three days later the pair arrived at 
Linden, which was as far as they intended 
to journey, and where a man named 
Campbell told Butler: “It’s a funny place 
to look for gold. I’ve never heard of any 
being found here.”

To which the always cool Butler replied: 

arrange to journey with him to the Blue 
Mountains in those days of gold fever. 
They would choose a really lonely place 
there and pitch their tent. At a suitable 
moment, the victim would be shot dead 
and buried in a hole in the earth. With 
the hole filled in, the killer would return 
to Sydney with the murdered man’s 
possessions. And, once back in the city, a 
similar advertisement could be displayed 

Victim Lee Mellington Weller. The 
sea-captain sought distraction from 

the grief of losing his wife

Victim Arthur Preston

in the Sydney Morning Herald and the 
grim process repeated.

Among the Herald’s readers who wrote 
to him on that first occasion was one 
named Burgess. He was 28 years old, 
keen, fair-haired and moustached. He left 
his reply at the newspaper’s advertisement 
counter. It was collected by Butler and a 
meeting was arranged.

On an August night, Burgess arrived 
at Gilham’s Hotel, where he was allotted 
a bed when Butler told Mrs. Gilham: 
“It’s all right. This young man is 
leaving with me tomorrow.” Thus was a 
partnership agreed for a journey to the 
Blue Mountains prospecting for gold – as 
Burgess thought.

Butler saw to it that he did not have to 
sign the hotel register. A small detail, but 
an important one in his forward-looking 
plans. Mrs. Gilham was still referring 
to Butler as Mr. Harwood, which is 
probably the name he had given Burgess.
The latter was himself something of a 
shadowy figure, thought to have been a 
Scandinavian who might have anglicised 
his name or changed it outright. His first 
name was never discovered.

The two men left Gilham’s Hotel on 
August 13th, 1896 – an unlucky day for 
both of them, as time proved. They set 
out in a wagon with red wheels drawn by 
two horses, purchased by Burgess from 
a friend. Just 11 days later, the odd pair, 
one dark and the other fair, were seen 

reverse. He answered an ad placed in the 
newspaper by a prospector named David 
Yates, who called to see him at the hotel, 
where he was shown the mining-school 
credentials.

The pair quickly shook hands and set 
out to prospect near Grafton, where Yates 
did actually dig out a small nugget. The 
pair quarrelled about this find after Yates 
talked to other prospectors, and Butler 
received his marching orders.

“Let’s have a day’s shooting in the 
mountains before I leave,” was the smiling 
way Butler appeared to take defeat.

Yates shook his head. He’d had enough 
of Butler – a fact which undoubtedly 
saved his life.

Butler returned to Sydney, where 
he inserted a new ad in the Herald. 
Several likely subjects for his murderous 
intentions presented themselves, but 
nothing came of the overtures. So 
Butler moved to another address, which 
meant he had to change his Herald 
advertisement to read:
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Police opened what proved 
to be a shallow grave, little 

more than a foot and a 
half deep. In it rested the 
corpse of Lee Weller. It lay 

face-downward, and the 
little hole behind its left 

ear was readily discernible

“We found traces in the grass.”
It could have been later that same day 

or on the next that Butler proved his 
marksmanship at close range. Preston’s 
body toppled into the two-foot trench 
dug by the young geologist himself. A red 
and white towel covered the remains, then 
broken rock and soil were spread over the 
secret burial place.

Butler returned to Sydney. A few days 
later, on a Sunday morning, he ran into 
Elias Thompson in Devonshire Street.

“That young chap got knocked up,” 
Butler told the inquiring owner of the 
dining-rooms. “So I came back to find 
another mate.”

He also found another address, for his 
next advertisement in the Herald ran:

“Metallurgist wants sociable young man, 
mate, prospecting Western District. Equal 
shares. Experience unnecessary. Butler, 
Metropolitan Hotel, 401 Pitt Street.”

The ad was spotted by a certain Lee 
Mellington Weller, who was 38, had 
been a sea-captain, but had lost his wife 
and was anxious to travel to overcome 

own grave. By then, too, Butler had rung 
another personality change on himself. 
He had Weller’s master’s certificate 
among other papers taken from the 
dead sea-captain. Butler booked into the 
Sailors’ Home as Captain Lee Weller, 
which was a mistake.

He didn’t realise as much when he 
became pally with O’Mara. He knew only 
that something made him instinctively 
afraid of the Irishman, and this time 
it was Frank Butler who cut short the 
partnership before they even reached the 
foothills of the Blue Mountains.

It was in his Captain Weller personality 
that he travelled to Newcastle, a coal port 
in New South Wales, where he signed 
articles as an ordinary seaman to sail in 
the barque Swanhilda, outward bound for 
San Francisco.

Apparently – at least for the time being 
– Butler’s compulsive greed had been 
appeased. He wanted now to lose himself 
in a new personality, preferably in the 
streets of a distant city he knew from the 
past. On November 23rd, the barque 
up-anchored and sailed.

Butler, still calling himself Weller, was 
one of the seamen hauling on the lines.

Just 13 days later, police in the 
Glenbrook area heard rumours that sent 
them out to the campsite Farrell had been 
invited to visit. They found some freshly-
turned earth and opened what proved to 
be a shallow grave, little more than a foot 
and a half deep. In it rested the corpse of 
Lee Weller. It lay face-downward, and the 
little hole behind its left ear was readily 
discernible.

It was not long before descriptions of 
the two men who had set out to prospect 
for gold in the Blue Mountains were 
being circulated. The police questioned 
Farrell more closely. The swagman 
recalled that Butler had explained the 
abandoned campsite by saying: “We were 
washed out by last night’s rain. My mate’s 
gone further up in the mountains, but 
I’m going back.You can have what we 
left.” Farrell showed the police the map 
he had been given. “But there was no tent 
or anything else when I went there,” he 
complained. “That was a lie.”

Captain Fraser of the Swanhilda

As “Captain Weller” Butler travelled to Newcastle, New South Wales, 
where he signed on to sail in the barque Swanhilda bound for familiar San 

Francisco

busying himself about the camp they had 
set up, but kept his eye on both Weller 
and the hole he was making in the virgin 
soil.

And when Butler judged that the hole 
was big enough for his grim purpose he 
shot Weller, possibly with his own weapon 
and most likely with two shots on that last 
day in October, 1896. For at Emu Plains, 
not much more than half a mile away, a 
restive butcher heard what he said were 
two loud reports.

“It was about 4 o’clock,” he said. “Just 
before dawn.” Later that day, Butler was 
seen in Emu Plains. It was a Sunday, and 
he gave a man named Farrell a bag with 
unused supplies from the prospectors’ 
camp. He also gave Farrell, who was 
living a hand-to-mouth existence as a 
swagman, a map of where the camp had 
been and told him he had left the tent and 
a waterproof sheet there.

It was a move designed to encourage 
the other to go and collect them and so 
possibly become involved with the police 
if Weller’s body should be found after his 
friends made inquiries.

the melancholy induced by her loss. 
He became the next victim of the killer 
compelled by avarice. Before he left on 
that final journey,Weller wrote to a friend:

“I leave Sydney tomorrow and am going 
up-country with a man prospecting for gold. 
I can’t tell you any definite destination, but 
our first move will be to Glenbrook and 
from thence to Lithgow and Bathurst. I have 
nothing at stake re money, and should we do 
any good we go equal shares.

Perhaps fortune will do me a turn. It is 
about time. It is a wild, free, open life.”

His death was to be much less open – 
and terribly confining.

It was at Glenbrook that the man with 
murder on his mind somehow managed 
to steal Weller’s small bulldog revolver. 
The sea-captain took his partner’s word 
for the best place to begin digging and 
started with a will to remove earth from a 
hole that would just about accommodate 
his own corpse. Butler made a show of 

A
fter leaving Farrell, the multiple 
murderer returned again to Sydney. 

He was living to a pattern and pushing 
his luck by this time – and time was 
beginning to run out. But he remained 
consistent and avaricious.

He chose an Irishman for his next 
partner, but John O’Mara was no docile 
lamb to be slaughtered after digging his 
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The police decided that they were 
dealing with a rare type of liar. The search 
for the man who had shot Lee Weller, 
identified by some of his relatives, was 
widened.

Eventually, some of the dead man’s 
clothes were discovered in a second-hand 
clothes shop in Sydney.The shopkeeper 
said he had bought them from a Captain 
Lee Weller, but the description he gave 
of a flat-nosed man fitted the murder 
suspect.

Further inquiries revealed that a Lee 
Weller had sailed in the Swanhilda. How 
to apprehend a wanted man at sea? It was 
in the days before vessels were fitted with 
radio – but it was possible to send a cable.

Accordingly, police in San Francisco 
received a cable from Sydney asking them 
to apprehend one of the Swanhilda’s crew 
when she docked. His name was given as 
Lee Weller and he was described thus:

“Dangerous man. Aged 40 – 5 feet 9 or 
10. Nose thick at point, turned left.”

that helped to make the case a sensation 
throughout the world. Three days 
after the Swanhilda sailed, the Sydney 
Morning Herald, in which Frank Butler’s 
advertisements had appeared so regularly, 
reported: “A mysterious affair is being 
inquired into today by Constable Tate and 
some of the residents. They have gone to 
Glenbrook Creek to search for a man named 
Captain Weller, who has been missing for 
about a fortnight.”

That began the manhunt for the Blue 
Mountains killer.

Next, Arthur Preston’s body was found 
after a difficult and dogged search. A 
double inquest was held, and it was the 
coroner, a Mr. Lethbridge, who recorded 
a verdict of murder and afterwards issued 
the formal warrant for the arrest of a 
certain Frank Harwood, alias Butler.

That was on December 9th. The 
Swanhilda had been plunging north 
through the Pacific for just over a 
fortnight. And none of this official activity 
was guessed at by Butler, working as an 
ordinary seaman in a sailing-ship.

As Christmas approached, he felt 
he had every reason for congratulating W

ith the cable dispatched, a detective 
was instructed to take the next 

mail steamer to London en route for 
the United States.Two others were 
dispatched by mailboat to San Francisco, 
while additional cables were sent to 
Auckland, New Zealand, and to Canada 
and the United States requesting that 
outward-bound ships look out for the 
barque Swanhilda and if possible inform 
her master that he had among his crew a 
man wanted for murder.

International loopholes were being 
plugged. And, in all, it was a brilliant 
police operation for its time.

John Roche, the detective sent 
to London, pushed on with his 
round-the-world manhunt to arrive in 
Washington on January 21st. He obtained 
extradition papers from the British 
Embassy there and continued to San 
Francisco, where he arrived a week before 
the Swanhilda nosed up to her mooring.

Meanwhile, a great deal was happening 
A phrenological study of 

murderer Butler’s cranium made 
for the San Francisco Examiner by  

professors Allen Haddock and 
C.P. Holt

The Mariposa arrives, bringing Butler back to Auckland to face justice

Transferring the bound prisoner from the Swanhilda to the tug Hartley

himself on avoiding discovery and 
capture.Yet it was on the same day 
that Coroner Lethbridge issued his 
first warrant that Captain Fraser of 
the Swanhilda exchanged signals with 
the Taupo, whose captain asked in the 
language of fluttering flags:

“Have you any passengers on board?”
The Taupo, one of the Union 

Steamship Company’s fleet, was a couple 
of days out of Auckland and bound for 
Tahiti. Before leaving, she had heard the 
report about a murder suspect aboard 
the Swanhilda, although her master knew 
nothing of the Blue Mountains sensation 
that had developed.

Captain Fraser signalled a negative, 
and was surprised when the Taupo sent 
another signal: “Heave to. I have an 
important communication.” He saw 
the steamer’s longboat lowered and an 
officer approach in it.When given the 



23

fuller message sent by the Taupo’s master, 
Captain Fraser told the steamer’s first 
officer: “I think the authorities are on the 
wrong tack. I have no one named Butler 
on my articles.” The messenger returned 
to his longboat after leaving an Auckland 
newspaper with the Swanhilda’s master.

When the puzzled Captain Fraser later 
opened it, he saw not the name Frank 
Butler, but that of Lee Weller. He knew he 
could do nothing legally about what was 
no more than a suspicion, except have a 
careful watch kept on the seaman calling 
himself by that name. As for Butler, he 
was quite unaware that he was being 
closely observed throughout the days that 
followed.

B
ack in Sydney, the fact that a 
man wanted for murder was on 

a sailing-ship headed for the States 
could not be kept secret. Every man 
recently reported missing was sought, 
and quite a few were located. But it was 
on December 30th that a constable at 
Waroo reported by telegraph: “Have just 
unearthed body of man in Black Ranges in 
small hole covered in about two feet. Had 
trousers and boots on. Answers description of 
missing man Lesagh.”

What he had actually found was 
the body of a recent immigrant called 
Burgess. The sought Lesagh was also an 
immigrant who had changed his name to 
Miller and taken a job as a cook. One of 
his idiosyncrasies was that he never read 
a newspaper.When eventually traced, it 
was a habit he decided to change.

When the Taupo arrived back in 
Auckland, the meeting and exchange 
of words with the Swanhilda was given 
prominence in both Australian and New 
Zealand newspapers. The barque was 
known to be still ploughing through the 
Pacific. Thus, unknown to Butler, people 

in two hemispheres waited anxiously for 
the barque to reach port.

W
hen she finally berthed at San 
Francisco, it was visited by the 

usual crowd of officials, plus Detective 
Roche from Sydney. As the crew was 
lined up for medical inspection, the 

Sydney policeman accompanied the 
doctor. And when he saw the face with 
the flat and twisted nose he jumped 
forward, seized the surprised Butler’s 
hands, gripped  them together, and 
slipped on a pair of handcuffs.

“You’re Frank Butler,” he said sharply. 
“Wanted for murder.”

The handcuffed man became 
indignant. “What the hell are you talking 
about?” he retorted. “My name’s Weller – 
Lee Weller! You’re making a big mistake – 
and one hell of a fuss about nothing!”

But Roche merely shook his head and 
allowed two deputy sheriffs to make the 
arrest, after which Butler was formally 
identified.

It required a full month for extradition 
proceedings to run their course, while 
the man in a cell became the centre 
of attention of most San Franciscans, 
especially women, some of whom visited 
him in jail. One claimed he was her 
husband who had deserted her years 
before.

“She’s a damned liar,” he told the 
prison authorities, who were glad to take 
his word for that.

Throughout this period, Detective 
Roche kept notes about events in San 
Francisco. He recorded: “The women all 
appeared to be respectable, and their conduct 
may have been due to morbid curiosity 
aroused by sensational accounts of his life in 
the Press.”

As though he wished to keep that 
“morbid curiosity” alive, on the boil, 
Butler twice tried to commit suicide. First 
with poison, though no one had any idea 
where he procured it. The second time 
he had no help, slicing the veins in his 
wrist with a nail. But it was a half-hearted 
attempt to avoid what awaited him.

The extradition proceedings 
completed, he was taken aboard 

The attorney-general opens 
Butler’s trial at Sydney’s Central 
Criminal court on Monday, June 
14th, 1897

Butler’s colourful incarceration 
came to whisky-soaked 

conclusion on July 16th, 1897, on 
the gallows at Darlinghurst
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Robert “Nosey Bob” Howard –
executioner

the waiting mailboat Mariposa. The 
Australian detectives put a constant 
watch on him, yet they also did their 
best to humour him, for they didn’t want 
him to arrive back in Australia sick and 
listless.

He was allowed to receive visitors in 
his cabin, among them Maggie Moore, 
the American singer and actress. She 
was sailing to Australia, where she had 
enjoyed a previous successful tour.

“Can you get me a copy of Trilby?” 
Butler asked her, possibly seeing himself 
as a Svengali. Miss Moore regretted that 
she could not, but she did sing some of 
her repertoire for the prisoner, including 
the sentimental Mother Would Comfort 
Me.

She promised Butler a box when she 
sang in Sydney. As she told reporters 
after the Mariposa docked: “He had a 
mother once, and any little thing I can 
do to alleviate his terrible position I am 
glad of.”

But docking brought a return to stern 
reality.

Butler had told detectives: “If they 
only identified what belonged to Lee 
Weller and Preston, I might not defend 
the case. But tell the judge he is a 
son of a bitch and he can go to hell.” 
Tapping his flat nose, he added: “I’m 
going mad when I get to Sydney. Then 
they’ll have to put me in the Parramatta 
asylum.”

The trial finally opened on Monday, 
June 14th, 1897, in Sydney’s Central 

Criminal Court. The defence put up 
was close to being farcical, with Butler 
crawling over the floor to demonstrate 
the possibility of Lee Weller shooting 
himself in the back of the head. There 
was considerable tittering in court, but 
the prosecution, refusing to be drawn 
into the farce, merely asked whether it 
was possible for the real Lee Weller, after 
shooting himself, to have buried himself 
and covered his grave?

As the trial entered its third day, there 
was a ruckus in the cells below, with 
Butler shouting: “Let go, you bastard! 
To hell with all of you!” He eventually 
appeared in court manacled and minus 
his boots and collar, and was seen to be 
struggling. That night, he again tried to 
take his own life, this time sawing at his 
throat with a tobacco tin. He fought the 
doctors who patched him up.

When he reappeared in court next day, 
he insisted that Lee Weller had committed 
suicide after drinking too much. He had 
been shot in the head as he (Butler) tried 
to get the gun away from him. But the 
jury couldn’t credit it. They found him 
guilty.

On the day of his execution – July 16th, 
1897 – in the prison at Darlinghurst, a 
huge crowd assembled outside the walls.

It was almost 9 o’clock when Frank 
Butler stumbled whisky-drunk towards 
the gallows, where hangman Robert 
Howard settled the rope round the thick 
neck.

To the public, the executioner was 
“Nosey Bob,” because a horse’s careless 
hoof had virtually destroyed that 
member of his face. Frank Butler became 
impatient at what he regarded as the 
executioner’s slowness.

“Let go, Nosey Bob!” he yelled. 
“Let go!” Bob Howard obediently 
released the trap, and the convicted 
man dropped feet first into eternity. 
He ended up in a deeper grave than 
any of his victims...

As the trial entered its 
third day, there was a 

ruckus in the cells below, 
with Butler shouting: “Let 
go, you bastard! To hell 

with all of you!”
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14th, 1950. He and accomplice Austin 
Nelson, 24, who was hanged on March 
1st, 1948, were convicted of robbing 
and murdering Juneau shopkeeper Jim 
Ellen in December 1946. 

ARKANSAS: KILLER FARMER 
AVOIDS DEATH PENALTY
Quake Lewellyn, 29, a farmer, has 
pleaded guilty to capital murder in 
order to avoid a death sentence for 
raping and bludgeoning to death a 
nurse after knocking her down in his 
pick-up truck. Following the attack 
in August 2020 he buried 24-year-
old Sydney Sutherland in a shallow 
grave in a rice field on 
his farm in Jackson 
County. 

The prosecutor, 
John Pettie, said 
that Lewellyn would 
never breathe free air 
again and that Ms. 
Sutherland’s family 
had approved the 
plea-bargain in order 
that they did not have 
to suffer renewed 
trauma at each 
round of the appeals 
process. He said that 
no punishment would 
provide sufficient 
retribution for the 
deeds of the evil mind 
that perpetrated these 
evil acts. 

Lewellyn had gone 
to the same school as 
Ms. Sutherland and she 
had recently removed him as a friend 
from Facebook. He claimed that the 
initial collision had been an accident 
when Ms. Sutherland, a nurse at the 
Unity Health-Harris Medical Center 
in Newport, was out jogging and had 
been obscured by a cloud of dust from 
his vehicle, and that “Things then 
spiralled out of control afterwards.” 

CALIFORNIA: COP-KILLER 
HEADS TO DEATH ROW
A San Diego Superior Court jury 
has recommended the execution of 
gangster Jesse Michael Gomez, 60, 
for the murder of a police officer in 
July 2016. Following a traffic stop, 
Gomez opened fire, killing 43-year-old 
Philippines-born Jonathan DeGuzman 
and wounding his partner, Wade 
Irwin, who was shot in the throat and 
hospitalised for a month. 

State Death PenaltieS
ALASKA: THE ALASKA State 
Troopers have solved the identity of 
“Harriet Horseshoe,” a skeleton of a 
young woman which was found near 
Horseshoe Lake in 1984. She was long 
known to have been a victim of the 
“Butcher Baker” serial killer Robert 
C. Hansen, a bakery owner who 
catered to trans-Alaska oil pipeline 
workers in the wilderness north of 
Anchorage. 

Hansen used his business as a cover 
to prey on mainly sex workers who 
were used by the men. The women, 
including this victim, were often flown 
in his light aircraft to remote locations, 
where they were forced to flee before 
being hunted, raped and murdered. 

Hansen was given life for four 
murders but admitted to at least 17 
others between 1971 and 1983. In 1984 
he was sentenced to 461 years with no 
chance of parole; he died from natural 
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causes, aged 75, in August 2014. 
Following exhumation in 2014 and 

later use of genetic 
DNA technology, 
the skeleton has 
been identified as 
19-year-old Robin 
Pelkie who had been 
born in Colorado in 
1963. She had been 
living on the streets of 
Anchorage at the time 
of her abduction and 
murder.

Alaska achieved 
statehood on January 
3rd, 1959, and chose 
not to have a death 
penalty. The last 
execution under US 
jurisdiction was the 
hanging of a 42-year-
old black male, Eugene 
LaMoore, 42, on April 

EXECUTION USA
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NEEDLE FOR BRAIN-DAMAGED KILLER
eXeCUteD: October 5th, 2021
ERNEST LEE JOHNSON, 61 • Lethal injection • Missouri

Johnson, a cocaine addict, was put to death for murdering 
three people during the robbery of a convenience store 
in February 1994. Mary Bratcher, 46, Fred Jones, 58, and 
Mabel Scruggs, 57, were variously bludgeoned with a 
hammer, stabbed or shot, before being hidden in a walk-
in cooler. 

In 2006, after Johnson had spent 11 years on Death 
Row, a fresh jury rejected claims that he was mentally 
retarded, and condemned him to death again. Then on 
November 3rd, 2015, his normal appeals were exhausted 
but he received a last-minute stay of execution from 
the US Supreme Court. It had received an affidavit 
from a Dr. Joel Zivot saying that he had seen an MRI 
scan of Johnson’s brain showing significant damage and 

defects caused by a tumour and the surgery that partially removed it in 2008. He said 
that there was a significant risk that the injection of Pentobarbital could cause painful 
seizures. 

There then followed a five-year legal battle in federal courts in which Johnson 
ultimately lost his appeal because the judges did not believe that he would be conscious 
long enough to feel pain after being injected with 5,000mg of the barbiturate. 

In the lead-up to the current execution date, Governor Mike Parson came under 
pressure from a former governor, anti-death penalty groups and the Pope to grant 
clemency, but he refused. 

Johnson made a written last statement reading: “i am sorry for 
what i do. i want to say i love my family and friends. i am thankful 
of all my lawyer has done for me. they made me feel loved as if i 
was family to them.” he was pronounced dead at 6.11 p.m., about 10 
minutes after the Pentobarbital was administered. 

JOhnSOn



This month the penalty phase was 
heard again and the new jury has again 
recommended Woodruff’s execution. 

The officer and a colleague had 
gone to investigate complaints against 
Woodruff’s mother and half-brother 
for playing her radio too loudly at 
the top of an apartment block. When 
an argument broke out, Woodruff 
emerged from another apartment and 
opened fire, hitting Officer Jacobs in 
the head. He left a widow and two 
children including an infant girl.

INDIANA – MISSOURI – 

KANSAS – TEXAS: NEW HUNT 

FOR I-70 SERIAL KILLER 

UNDER WAY

The case of a serial killer who 
terrorised America’s mid-West in 
1992 has been re-opened with new 
artist’s impressions 
purporting to 
show what he may 
look like now. He 
is thought to be 
between 52 and 70 
years of age and 
five-foot-seven to 
five-foot-eight tall. 

Profilers believe 
he came from 
Indianapolis 
and the press 
dubbed him 
the I-70 killer 
because a 
number of 
victims were 
killed along 
the interstate 
highway’s 
corridor. He is 
also thought 
to have 
killed along 
Interstate 35 
in Kansas and 
there were also 
similarities with two murders and an 
attempted murder in Texas in 1993-4. 
His victims were usually young, petite, 
brunette women; the only man killed 
was wearing a ponytail. 

On April 8th, 1992, Robin Fuldauer, 
26, was shot dead in her shoe shop near 
Indianapolis. On April 11th, Patricia 
Smith, 23, and store owner Patricia 
Magers, 32, were gunned down and 
killed in a bridal shop in Wichita, 
Kansas. This was the only double-
murder and police speculated that the 
killer had thought the first victim was 
alone. A customer came face to face 
with the killer as he was leaving. 

On April 27th Michael McCown, 
40, was shot in the back of the head 
while tending shelves in his mother’s 
ceramics store at Terre Haute, Indiana. 
On May 3rd, Nancy Kitzmiller, 24, 
was found by customers, shot dead in a 
footwear shop she was running.

The last confirmed victim was on 
May 7th when a neighbour saw a man 
entering a gift shop and heard a crack. 
After the man left, he found Sarah 

Gomez claimed in the guilt phase of 
the trial that, because it was dark, he 
was acting in self-defence, believing 
that a rival gang was 
after him, but the jury 
believed that Gomez 
killed the officers 
because he did not want 
to go back to prison for 
illegal possession of a 
firearm. 

In the penalty phase, 
the prosecutors pointed 
out his numerous 
previous convictions 
over three decades for 
stealing cars, violence 
and illegally possessing 
guns. The defence 
argued that Gomez 
was brought up in 
a physically abusive 
household and he was 
addicted to drugs and 
alcohol before he was 
old enough to drive. He 
had, they said, made 
many mistakes but did 
not deserve to die. 

It is almost certain that Gomez will 
never be executed as there are around 
700 on Death Row in the queue 
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in front of him. In fact, Governor 
Newsom’s moratorium on executions, 
and his plan to close down the state’s 
two Death Rows and move condemned 
prisoners into the general prison 
population, mean that death sentences 
could become even more pointless.

CALIFORNIA: COP-KILLER 

BACK ON DEATH ROW

In 2018, the Californian 
Supreme Court overthrew 
the death sentence of 
Steven Woodruff, now 
58, for the murder of 
Riverside County detective 
Doug Jacobs, 30, in 
January 2001. The court 
ruled that a prospective 
juror at his trial in 2003 
was improperly dismissed 
because he had indicated 
on a questionnaire that he 
was strongly against the 
death penalty. The court 
said that he should have 
been questioned further 
to determine whether he 
was against it in all cases, 
which would have been a 
proper reason to dismiss 
him. 

top to bottom 
artist’s impressions 
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DEATH OF ABDUCTION-KILLER
eXeCUteD: October 21st, 2021
WILLIE B. SMITH, 52 • Lethal injection • Alabama

Smith survived a February 11th, 2021, execution date after 
the US Supreme Court (USSC) ruled that Alabama had 
not carried out its burden of showing that the exclusion 
of all clergy members from the execution chamber was 
necessary to ensure prison security. Alabama changed its 
protocols, and unlike Texas, also allowed the pastor to 
place a hand on Smith during the execution process. 

In October 1991, Smith abducted, robbed and 
murdered a 22-year-old white woman, Sharma Ruth 
Johnson, in Birmingham. She was forced into the boot 
of a car in a cemetery and blasted with a shotgun. Smith 
and two accomplices, one of them his brother Lorenzo 
Smith, later used her credit cards to withdraw cash from 
an ATM. The following day, Smith returned to the car and 

set it on fire to destroy forensic evidence. He was later recorded by a police wiretap, 
boasting how he had killed her as she begged for her life.

His execution, scheduled for 6 p.m., was delayed for three-and-a-half hours by a 
final unsuccessful appeal to the USSC over questions of mental incompetence. After 
declining to make a final statement, he was pronounced dead at 9.47 p.m., 13 minutes 
after the Midazolam three-drug protocol commenced. Afterwards Governor Kay Ivey 
said: “Smith brutally killed Sharma Johnson and stole her future when he shot her in the 
head.” 

the alabama attorney-General, in his statement, said that when 
a capital murderer was due to receive his just punishment, one 
always heard accusations of “cruel and unusual punishment,” 
with that term rarely used in a way that accorded with its 
constitutional meaning – and absolutely never used in reference 
to the victim’s loved ones. the family of Sharma Johnson, he 
continued, had had to wait 29 years, 11 months and 25 days to 
see the sentence of her murderer carried out. Finally, the cruel 
and unusual punishment that had been inflicted upon them – a 
decades-long denial of justice – had come to an end.

SMith
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him. 
After she had chucked him, he went 

to her home about a month before the 
murder while she was at 
work, damaging property 
and scratching a vehicle. 
Following the killing, 
Adams, from Utica, who 
had five previous drink-
driving convictions, was 
taken into custody after 
“attempting” suicide and 
Erica’s body was found later that day. 

Adams faces a sentence of life in 
prison without parole when he comes 
before a judge in December. 

NEVADA: LIFE IN JAIL FOR 
DRUG ADDICT SPREE-KILLER
Wilber Ernesto Martinez-Guzman, 
a 22-year-old methamphetamine addict 
and illegal immigrant from El Salvador, 
has been sentenced to life without parole 
at a hearing in Reno, Washoe County, 
after pleading guilty to the double-
murder of Gerald and Sharon David 
in their home in January 2019. The 
judge told him he would have to plead 
guilty in Douglas County to two further 
murders – those of Constance Koontz 
and Sophia Renken. If he failed to do 
so, prosecutors in both counties would 
be free to seek the death penalty against 
him. 
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All four killings were part of a two-
week spree of break-ins and murders 
which started with the burglary of the 
Davids on 
January 4th. 
He stole a .22 
pistol from 
their home 
and used it to 
kill 56-year-
old Ms. 
Koontz and 
74-year-old 
Ms. Renken 
in separate 
burglaries 
of their 
Gardnerville 
homes several 
days later. 
Then on 
January 15th 
he returned 
to the Davids’ 
home and 
murdered 
the married 
couple, aged 
81 and 80. 

Martinez-Guzman told the police 
after his arrest that he needed the 
money to pay for his drug habit. He 
will now have the rest of his life to rue 
the day he first tried the drug. 

Blessing, 37, dead in a pool of blood. 
Two women aged 51 and 22 were 

shot dead in Texas in September and 
November 1993. In January 1994, a 
woman in Texas survived a .22 bullet 
to the back of the head, but the shooter 
could not finish her off due to a 
misfire. Ballistics have shown that the 
gun used in the Texas shooting was 
different to the earlier ones, but the 
killer may have changed equipment. 
The scientists believed that the I-70 
murders were committed either with 
an Erma Werke Model ET 22 or an 
Intratec Scorpion. These are most 
unusual weapons and collectors and 
dealers have been asked for many years 
to notify the authorities if any turn up. 

IOWA: DNA EVIDENCE SOLVES 
TEEN’S RAPE-KILLING
The police in Cedar Rapids say 
they have solved the sex-murder of 
17-year-old Maureen Brubaker-Farley 
in September 1971. The victim was 
found by two boys in a wooded ravine, 
a week after she was last seen alive. 
Her body was sprawled 
on the boot of a rusting 
wreck of a car and an 
autopsy found that she 
had been raped and 
bludgeoned to death. 

The girl’s mother had 
written to the police 
about six months after 
the murder suggesting 
a man called George 
Smith was the killer. 
He was an acquaintance 
of the girl at the 
restaurant where she 
worked and he worked at a liquor store 
near where she lived. However, there 
was insufficient evidence to prosecute 
him. A DNA profile was made from 
stored material 16 years ago but there 
was no match on the national database. 

The case was re-opened again last 
year, eventually leading to a positive 
match via a genealogical database. 
The prime suspect is the same George 
Smith who would have been 102 years 
of age this year but died in 2013, aged 
94. The victim’s mother, now aged 86, 
was duly informed of the findings.

KENTUCKY: EX-
GIRLFRIEND’S KILLER WON’T 
BE EXECUTED
Following a period of 
mediation between the 
prosecution, family of the 
victim and the defence, 
Matthew Adams, 29, 
has opted out of the death 
penalty by pleading guilty 
in Daviess County to the 
strangulation of his ex-
girlfriend in her home. 
Erica Owen, 25, a nurse 
at the Owensboro Health 
Regional Hospital, was 
murdered in July 2018 after 
having earlier taken out a 
restraining order against 

KITCHEN WORKER’S KILLER DEAD
eXeCUteD: October 28th, 2021
JOHN MARION GRANT, 60 • Lethal injection • Oklahoma

This was Oklahoma’s first execution since January 2015, 
following a legal battle regarding the execution protocol, 
which is still ongoing for some inmates. When Oklahoma 
executed Charles Warner that month with Potassium 
Acetate instead of Potassium Chloride, contravening its 
written protocol, it exacerbated the crisis surrounding the 
state’s perceived ability to perform executions. In April 
2014, the state had botched Clayton Lockett’s execution, 
when the Midazolam was injected into a muscle instead 
of a vein, causing a prolonged execution. A federal court 
case is still ongoing regarding Oklahoma’s protocol, but 
Grant and five other inmates were not permitted to join 
it, because they failed to a specify a viable alternative. 

Grant was condemned to death for murdering 58-year-
old Gay Carter, a civilian prison kitchen worker. After getting a job in the kitchen, he 
had a fight with another inmate and blamed Ms. Carter for getting him the sack from 
the kitchen. He was heard threatening that he would “get her,” a few days before he 
dragged her into a mop cupboard and stabbed her 16 times with an improvised shank. 
At the time he was serving 130 years for a string of armed robberies. 

Before the execution, Grant was heard repeatedly shouting “Let’s go!” and swearing 
at prison staff. After he was strapped to the gurney at 4 p.m., 500mg of Midazolam was 
injected, causing him, according to some witnesses, to convulse and vomit on himself. 
However, after 15 minutes, the guards had wiped him clean and he was assessed to 
be unconscious. Then the diaphragm-paralysing Vecuronium Bromide was injected 
followed by the heart-stopping Potassium Chloride. He was pronounced dead at 4.21 
p.m. 

Discussing the execution, Scott Crow, the Director of Corrections, 
said that he saw Grant “heave,” not convulse, and that the 
“regurgitation” was a common reaction to sedative drugs. he said it 
was not pleasant to watch, but it was not inhumane because Grant 
was sedated. 
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TEXAS: KILLERS GIVEN STAYS 
OF EXECUTION
Following the US Supreme Court’s 
(USSC) decision last month to hear an 
appeal from a 
Texas inmate 
demanding 
that his 
spiritual 
advisor should 
be able to lay 
a hand on 
him during 
the execution 
process – 
something 
that the 
Department 
of Corrections 
is refusing to 
permit – more 
inmates have 
requested to 
join the action. 
The USSC 
will hear the 
case on November 9th and a decision 
may not come until the New Year, so 
all scheduled executions in the state 
until next spring have been postponed. 

Last month John Ramirez and Ruben 
Gutierrez had their executions stayed. 
This month four more inmates received 
stays of execution: 
l Stephen Barbee, 53, was to die on 
October 12th for smothering his seven-
months-pregnant ex-girlfriend Lisa 
Underwood, 34, and her seven-year-old 
son Jayden in their home in February 
2005 before burying them in a shallow 
grave. 
l Fabian Hernandez, 46, was 
scheduled for execution on November 
3rd for the double-murder of his 
estranged wife Renee, 28, and her 
boyfriend Arthur Fonseca, 24. Both 
were killed by shots to the head 
outside the home of Renee’s parents in 
November 2006. 
l Kosoul Chanthakoummane, 41, was 
scheduled to die on November 10th for 
robbing, biting, punching and stabbing 
to death estate agent Sarah Walker, 40, 
in July 2006. 
l Ramiro Gonzales, 39, was to die 
a week later for kidnapping, raping 
and shooting 18-year-old Bridget 
Townsend in January 2001. 

TEXAS: DEATH SENTENCE 
FOR KILLER NURSE
Serial-killing nurse William George 
Davis, 37, has been condemned to die 
by a Smith County jury for 
murdering four patients at 
the Christus Trinity Mother 
Frances hospital in the 
county capital, Tyler. The 
jury found that in 2017 and 
2018, Davis injected air 
into the arteries of patients 
recovering from heart 
surgery. A post-mortem 
on the patients found that 
air in the brains caused 
irreversible damage. 

More news from Death Row and 
beyond in next month’s issue

Mr. Ley was shot in the jaw with a 
.22 pistol; after he bent over in agony, 
Bolden plugged him 
through the top of the skull. 

After 10 years on Death 
Row at Terre Haute, 
Indiana, Bolden became 
ill with kidney failure and 
diabetes and was transferred 
to the US Medical Center 
for Federal Prisoners in 
Springfield, Missouri, for 
dialysis. He lost his final 
appeal in March 2020 and 
would probably have been 
executed this year if Donald 
Trump had retained the 
presidency, but he died from 
undisclosed natural causes 
on September 26th, aged 58. 

Two of Bolden’s 
accomplices pleaded guilty 
to armed robbery and were 
given 25-year sentences.

TERRE HAUTE, INDIANA: 
DEATH ROW VETERAN 
DODGES THE NEEDLE
The only man sentenced to die in 
federal court in Connecticut during 
the modern era has dodged the needle 
following 10 years on Death Row. 
Jamaican-born Azibo Aquart, now 
40, was convicted by a jury in New 
Haven in 2011 for his role in the 
August 2005 triple-murder of members 
of a rival Jamaican crack cocaine gang. 

Tina Johnson, 43, her boyfriend 
James Reid, 40, and Basil Williams, 
54, an alcoholic house painter who 
lodged with them, were abducted after 
their heads were wrapped with duct 
tape. Three killers then took turns to 
bludgeon them with baseball bats. The 
jury could not agree if he should die for 
murdering Mr. Reid and he was given 
life for that murder. 

However, three years ago the federal 
appeals court in New York ruled that 
prosecutors had improperly questioned 
an FBI agent, and the court ordered a 
new sentencing hearing. Nevertheless, 
the current US administration is very 
keen to show its liberal credentials to its 
supporters and is unlikely to pursue the 
death penalty except against terrorist 
or racist mass-murderers, where the 
political damage in not doing so would 
be too risky. 

Of the accomplices, Azikiwe 
Aquart, now 41, brother of Azibo, was 
given a life sentence without parole 
after pleading guilty at his federal 
trial in Bridgeport. His is currently 
incarcerated at US Penitentiary, 
Pollock, Louisiana.

Efrain Johnson, now 39, was tried 
in state court and sentenced to 50 
years for felony murder and first-
degree kidnapping. He complained 
that he had “only put the tape 
around the victims’ heads.”
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The victims were John Lafferty, 74, 
in June 2017; Ronald Clark, 68, in July 
2017; Christopher Greenaway, 47, in 
August 2017 and Joseph Kalina, 58, in 
January 2018. As well as these deaths 
at least another four victims suffered 
stroke-like symptoms while under 
Davis’s care. 

During the sentencing phase of the 
trial, prosecutors played a recording of 
a telephone conversation to his ex-wife 
in which he told her that he had been 
looking for ways to keep the patients 
longer in the intensive care unit so that 
he could earn more overtime.
l Full case report: page 14

TEXAS: COP-KILLER DIES IN 
DEATH ROW CELL
On October 30th, guards found 
Brandon Daniel, 33, dead in his bunk 
on Death Row at the Allan B. Polunsky 
unit in Livingston. Foul play was not 
suspected. 

He was condemned to die seven years 
ago by Travis County jury in Austin 
for the capital murder of a 
policeman in April 2012. 
Daniel, a software engineer, 
was high on drink and 
prescription drugs at a 
Wal-Mart store when staff 
called the police because of 
his aggressive behaviour. 
When 40-year-old officer 
Jaime Padron, a former US 
Marine, arrived there was 
a struggle during which 
Daniel pulled out a pistol 
and shot the officer through 
the throat. Daniel then fired 
at other staff before two 
of the employees held him 
down and used the officer’s 
radio to call for help. 

A neuropsychologist for 
the defence testified that 
multiple brain injuries 
sustained during a 
skateboarding accident when he was 
15 caused Daniel to have permanent 
mood, impulse and behavioural control 
problems. His parents had raised him 
badly, sharing their marijuana with 
him, and he once took cocaine with his 
father. Another psychologist said that 
Daniel was deeply depressed. 

The prosecution described Daniel as 
manipulative, intelligent and lacking 
in empathy, and said he was a future 
danger to society who was capable of 
mass-murder.

FeDeRal Death Penalty
SPRINGFIELD, MISSOURI: 
KILLER-ROBBER DIES OF 
NATURAL CAUSES
In 2006, a jury in US District 
for eastern Missouri at St. Louis 
condemned to death Robert Bolden 
for the murder of 25-year-old bank 
security guard Nathan Ley. He was 
killed during an attempted robbery 
of the Goodfellow Boulevard branch 
of Bank of America in St. Louis in 
October 2002. During a struggle, 
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That wasn’t true. Ethel had never 
been married before, and little Florence 
was the illegitimate product of a wild 
fling with another miner who had long 
since disappeared from the scene.

Blissfully unaware, the teenage 
William proposed; the couple were 
married, and to all intents and purposes 
their marriage was a happy one. They 
lived in Caerphilly in South Wales and 
in the course of the next 13 years they 
produced another six brothers and 
sisters for Florence.

Then, in November 1930 Corbett 
lost his job at the local colliery. His 
youngest child was only a few weeks old 
and his financial plight quickly became 
desperate. The Great Depression lay 
heavily on the country, shattering the 
job market. Corbett sought solace in 
the pubs where, Ethel insisted, he had 
taken to seeing other women. Indignant, 
he struck her, and the once happy 
marriage began to fall apart.

Now the jobless husband’s eye fell 
on the unfortunate Florence. In her 
mid-teens she had grown attractive. He 
had always treated her as a daughter; 
now he began treating her as a sex 
object. She had never been told until 
this moment that he was not her real 
father, and his suggestive overtures 

W
ILLIAM CORBETT, a miner, 
was only 17 when he fell in 
love. The apple of his eye was 

Ethel Jones, who was 24. That might 
seem a big age discrepancy, suggesting 
that Ethel had seen a bit of the world 
before Corbett came along. But it didn’t 
deter the lovesick William, who didn’t 
care to know about his girlfriend’s 
antecedence.

Ethel quickly explained away the 
three-year-old girl who suddenly 
appeared from behind her voluminous 
skirts. “I’m a widow,” she said. “My 
husband died, leaving me with little 
Florence.”
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William Corbett. “I have to say I 
never thought he would commit a 
crime of this magnitude,” said the 
doctor who had been treating him 

for fits of depression

Case report by James Newbury

Caerphilly’s Bungalow Tragedy

FLORENCE 
AND A 

FATHER’S 
SECRET

HANGED IN WALES: Part 5

He was only 17 when 
he married, and his 
bride already had a 

three-year-old daughter. 
As time passed the child 
became a teenager – and 
that was the beginning 

of his undoing



panicked her.
Inevitably of course Ethel heard what 

was going on and decided to confront 
her husband. “Why are you making her 
cry?” she asked him. Corbett, evasive, 
told her to forget it. Ethel advised 
Florence that if anything happened like 
that again she should go at once to the 
police.

When Corbett once again couldn’t 
keep his hands to himself there was 
another confrontation between husband 
and wife.

“You’re hateful!” protested Corbett.
“I don’t trust you any more with 

Florence,” Ethel replied
Corbett snapped. He punched Ethel 

in the mouth, knocking her back into 
a chair. Florence leapt forward to 
intervene. For that Corbett struck her 
in the face several times, cutting her lip 
and giving her a black eye. Suddenly his 
rage was on fire. When she fell to the 
floor he continued beating and kicking 
her.

Now it was Ethel’s turn to intervene. 
As she dragged herself from the chair 
Corbett knocked her back again, this 
time pulling a razor from his pocket and 
drawing it savagely across her throat. 
Ethel screamed; Florence ran from the 

“My husband is behaving 

very strangely. I’ve had 

to take two razors away 

from him because I’m 

afraid of what he might 

do to himself”

room in blind panic, but Corbett caught 
her, threw her down, pulled back her 
head, raising the razor above his head 
ready to strike again.

Somehow in the melee Florence 
managed to grab the handle of the lethal 
weapon. Then, despite her appalling 
injury, Ethel bravely threw herself on to 
Corbett’s back in a desperate attempt to 
distract his attention from her daughter. 
He dropped the razor and Florence 
caught it and hid it in her clothing.

Corbett, furious, demanded to 
know where the razor was, and began 
frantically upturning furniture. That 
gave Florence just enough time to 
escape. In the street she called for 
neighbours to help. By the time they 
came running, Ethel lay dead on the 
floor in a pool of blood.

Corbett, meanwhile, had snatched up 
a kitchen knife, set off for the woods 
nearby and slashed his own throat. 
He was found next day by the local 
policeman, PC William Bowen.

“Is she dead?” he asked the officer. “I 
meant to do myself in, and the rest of 
the children too.”

“She’s dead all right,” replied PC 
Bowen grimly.

Corbett said, “She was a good woman 
and I’m sorry for what I’ve done.”

His self-inflicted wound was 
superficial, requiring only three stitches, 
and when he had received treatment he 
was charged with his wife’s murder.

Confused and somewhat repentant, 
the belligerent miner appeared before 
the magistrates the next day with his 
neck heavily bandaged. As the charge 
was read out he sobbed in the dock, 
moaning, “Oh, dear, oh dear, I don’t 
know what I’ve done.”

Dr. John McManus, who knew 
Corbett, described the prisoner as 
physically fit but depressed. “I’ve been 
treating him for fits of depression, but 
he always gave the appearance of being 
a good family man,” Dr. McManus 
told the court. “I have to say I never 
thought he would commit a crime of 
this magnitude.”

Corbett had inflicted a single wound 
in Ethel’s throat, five inches long and 
deep enough to completely sever her 
windpipe and almost cut through 
the jugular vein. “It is truly amazing 

that she did not die immediately,” Dr. 
McManus said.

Some evidence of Corbett’s state of 
mind was then given by PC Bowen, 
who said that the night before the attack 
Ethel had come to see him at the police 
station. “My husband is behaving very 
strangely,” she reported. “I’ve had to 
take two razors away from him because 
I’m afraid of what he might do to 
himself.”

Corbett was brought before Swansea 
Assizes on Thursday July 2nd, 1931. 
Florence told the court that she had 
heard her stepfather threaten to kill 
himself more than once. She made no 
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mention of his sexual advances towards 
her, but said she knew he was worried 
about money. His income was 38 
shillings a week unemployment benefit 
and he made four or five shillings a week 
selling coal he was allowed to take from 
local tips.

“There are a lot of mouths to feed in 
the family and he was getting seriously 
into debt,” Florence said. “I know he was 
also afraid that we would be thrown out 
of our home.”

She paid an emotional tribute to 
her mother, whose bravery in her 
dying moments, she said, was “almost 

The bungalow in 
Caerphilly, South 

Wales, where William 
Corbett murdered his 

wife Ethel Jones
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and things for my wife”



The last moments before the 
hanging were recorded from outside 
the prison by an awed reporter who 
wrote, “As the minutes crept slowly 

to the fateful hour, a tense crowd crept 
forward to the prison gate. It was as if 
they were hoping to hear the crash of 
the trap-doors.

“To add to the drama came the 
sound of the factory hooters in 
Cardiff at 8 a.m., drowning out 
the sound of the prison bell. The 
hooters stopped but the bell still 
tolled, and the crowd bowed heir 
heads. The men took off their hats 
and the women moaned. William 
Corbet had gone to his doom.”

miraculous,” adding, “She saved my life 
at that moment.”

The officer in charge of the murder 
inquiry, Inspector Walter Coles, told the 
court that at the police station Corbett 
“looked wild,” and said to him, “During 
the last 12 or 14 weeks there has been 
nothing over my head but a dark red 
cloud, worrying about food and clothing 
for my children and things for my wife.”

One of Corbett’s miner friends, John 
Venn, said colleagues had begun to 
describe him as “looney” because of 
his odd behaviour. “His wife told me 
he had taken to behaving strangely at 
night, roaming about the house and 
threatening to kill himself. I told her 
she should report her concerns to the 
police.”

Defence counsel Trevor Hunter KC 
said Ethel’s death was indisputable; what 
was at issue was the defendant’s state of 
mind when the murder was committed. 
“He was in a state of mad frenzy then; 
he is perfectly normal now,” Mr. Hunter 
said, and forthwith called Corbett to the 
witness-box.

“I can’t remember anything that 
happened,” Corbett said. “The first 
thing I knew about the death of Ethel 
was when I was charged with her 
murder.”

But, said prosecutor Samuel KC, 
“When you were charged you replied, 
‘I plead guilty. I tried to do it on myself. 
I done it.’ Doesn’t that suggest that you 
knew exactly what you had done?”

Corbett replied, “I don’t remember 
anything.”

The judge, Commissioner Hollis 
Walker KC, told the jury they had to 
consider whether Corbett’s behaviour 
at the crime scene had been a form of 
abnormality by a man who was deeply 
depressed through unemployment, or 
whether it was simply a case of anger 
and revenge. 

That didn’t puzzle the jury for too 
long. They were back with their guilty 
verdict in just 23 minutes. Asked if 
he had anything to say before he was 
sentenced, Corbett said, “The case 
hasn’t been made clear to me. I wish to 
appeal.” 

“You may certainly do so,” the judge 
said before passing the death sentence.

Corbett’s wish came true at the appeal 
court on July 27th where his defence 
submitted that at the time he killed his 
wife he was mad and suffering from 
melancholia, as a result of which he 
was not responsible for his actions. In 
support of his claim he called Dr. P.K. 
McCowan, head of Cardiff City Mental 
Hospital.

“Everyone suffering from melancholia 
is a potential suicide and they might 
also commit homicide,” Dr. McCowan 
declared. “Melancholia goes far beyond 
ordinary depression and is much more 
dangerous.”

In this particular case, he went on, 
there appeared to be no motive, but 
two weeks earlier Corbett had written 
a letter to him which he believed might 
throw some light on the motive. In it, 

Corbett said he had lived in a state of 
torment ever since discovering that Ethel 
was not a widow, and that Florence was 
an illegitimate child. “I was fooled into 
marrying her,” the letter said.

The letter made no mention of his 
sexual advances towards Florence, and 
indeed this remained secret throughout 
the trial and the appeal. The new 
defence, if such it was, seemed pretty 
feeble. The appeal court’s job was to sit 
in judgment on “new and compelling” 
evidence that had not been presented 
at trial, and there was nothing new or 
compelling in this case.
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“The question of his state of mind 
was dealt with at his trial and we believe 
that the issue he raises in his letter is 
properly a matter for the Home Office,” 
said the judges, and then dismissed the 
appeal.

The letter sparked no inclination in 
Home Secretary John Clynes to take 
further action, and so at Cardiff Prison 
at 8 a.m. on Wednesday August 12th, 
1931, hangmen Robert Baxter and 
Henry Pollard led William Corbett to 
the scaffold.
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A
S THE bright lights of the 
Brooklyn Bridge came into 
view, 18-year-old Catherine 

Woods felt her heart miss a beat. This 
was it. This was her dream about to 
come true. Catherine, the small-town 
girl, was heading for Broadway, fame 
and stardom.

She knew she had all the talent 
necessary to make it to the top. 
From an early age she had been an 
accomplished musician, helping out 
her father, who was leader of the Ohio 
State University marching band. She 
had been a principal dancer in her 
school plays and she had starred in local 
theatre productions.

She could dance, she could sing, 
and she could act. Now she had quit 
Columbus, Ohio, where there was no 
longer enough room for her burgeoning 
talents, and was striking out for the big 
time.

So it was, in July 2002, that Catherine 
was a passenger in her father’s car, 
heading for New York, first stop 
Broadway. Even Jon Woods was 
somewhat in awe of the Big Apple’s 
bright lights as they grew bigger in his 
windscreen. He set his daughter up in a 
modest apartment in a safe area of town 
– on the upper East Side – and, with a 
tear or two in his eye, kissed her a fond 
goodbye and set off back to Columbus.

On her own for the first time in her 
life, Catherine found New York far 
more expensive, and much lonelier, 
than she had ever imagined. Work was 
hard to get, and money, which she 
needed not just for subsistence but for 
her voice, acting and dance lessons, was 
soon running out.

She was finding out the hard way 
that America has thousands of teenage 

heard about the Privilege Club, a place 
for gentlemen to “relax.” Dancers were 
wanted and the pay was good. A girl 
could earn $1,000 a week if she worked 
every night. For that she had to dance 
topless, and suggestively. Catherine 

girls who can sing, dance and act, and 
who dream of Broadway stardom, and 
that very few of them actually make it. 
If things didn’t soon improve, she was 
going to be one of the also-rans.

Desperate to make ends meet, she 

Catherine Woods wanted to become the most famous dancer in New 
York. But a tangled love life ended with her horrific murder – and her 

name in grisly headlines rather than theatre lights

How Catherine’s 
Showbiz Dreams 

Turned Into A 
Broadway Tragedy

Catherine Woods’ dream of fame and stardom amid the bright lights 
ended in the Privilege Club where as “Ava” she began the descent to 

another life
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Case report by Mark Davis

you didn’t make it, it crushed you.
Inevitably, of course, some serious 

men came into her life. She met 
David Haughn at a pool hall on 
one of her trips back to Columbus. 
Haughn, 20, was a wannabe rapper 
known as “City,” and when they met 
he was trying to sell a CD he had 
made himself. Within months of their 
meeting, he had moved to New York 
and into Catherine’s apartment.

Haughn worked as a doorman 
by night, but his relationship with 
Catherine never looked permanent, at 
least as far as she was concerned. By 
the autumn of 2005 it was beginning 
to fade, although they remained good 
friends.

One reason for the cooling, although 
Haughn didn’t really know it, was 
that she had found another man. Like 
Catherine, Paul Cortez was determined 
to make it to the top of the big time. 
He was the lead vocalist in an up-and-
coming rock band called Monolith.

Like Catherine, too, he was modestly 
multi-talented. He had studied acting 
at university, kept himself physically in 
shape and paid the bills by working as a 

private fitness trainer.
Naturally enough, Catherine didn’t 

want David Haughn to know about 
Cortez while she was still living with 
him, so she kept the new relationship 
under wraps. The new man in her life 
she was secretly dating had fallen head 

In April 2006, there occurred one of 
those misfortunes that seem to bedevil 
strippers in gentlemen’s clubs. One of 
the gentlemen in the audience slipped a 
drug into Catherine’s drink and she was 
taken to hospital. Cortez was aghast. He 
decided that her parents had to know 
about this incident, and without asking 
her permission, he searched her mobile 
phone, found her father’s number, and 
called him.

Jon Woods was dumbstruck by the 
call. Cortez didn’t just tell him that his 
daughter was a stripper – he told him 
that she was working in prostitution.

Jon Woods called Privilege, but 
they denied knowing anyone named 
Catherine Woods. He called the 
hospital, but they wouldn’t release any 
information. So he flew to New York 
and confronted his daughter.

“None of this is true!” Catherine 
stormed. “Paul Cortez is a complete 
liar, and he’s angry about me. I’ve told 
him I’m never going to see him again, 
and he’s angry about that, too.”

Believing that she must surely be 

Catherine was 
concealing a dark 

double life – a secret 
existence that would 

have shocked her 
small-town parents

over heels for her, but he didn’t like the 
work she was doing.

He also didn’t like the fact that 
instead of dancing her way to the 
bright lights of Broadway, raven-haired 
Catherine, now 21, was concealing a 
dark double life – a secret existence that 
would have shocked her small-town 
parents.

The coroner’s 
office officials 

remove Catherine 
Woods’ body 

decided she didn’t have any choice, and 
signed on with the stage name of Ava.

Sometimes she would go home for 
long weekends to Columbus. “I’ve 
got a part as an understudy in an 
off-Broadway play called Privilege,” 
she told her parents, with just a hint of 
manufactured pride.

Back in New York she took on exotic 
dancing at another club, the Flash 
Dancers, running it in tandem with the 
Privilege. “We knew her as Ava,” said 
Barry Lisbon, manager of the club. 
“She was very pretty, with a broad 
white smile. We don’t know what world 
outside of here she lived in.”

Sometimes customers wanted sex 
after a show – it was all part of the job, 
and just another way of making money. 
Once a customer slipped a date-rape 
drug into her drink, and got away with 
what he wanted without paying.

Catherine discovered the drug scene, 
and made a porno film. When she 
paused to reflect on her life, it seemed 
that Broadway and all her aspirations 
were thousands of miles away. But the 
big time was like that, it seemed. When 

The Privilege Club
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telling the truth, Jon Woods flew back 
to Columbus a much happier man.

In fact, after that incident Catherine 
and Cortez continued to see each other 
occasionally. She not only continued 
to live with David Haughn, but she 
was dating other men as well. The 
two-timing was such that she led 
Cortez to believe she would spend 
Thanksgiving Day, 2005, with him, but 
instead she spent it with Haughn.

Cortez’s mother Ivette remembered 
how upset her son was when Catherine 
didn’t show up. “Still, we all had a 
marvellous Thanksgiving Day,” she 
added.

Three days later, on November 27th, 
David Haughn left the apartment he 
shared with Catherine for half an hour, 
to run some errands and prepare his car 
for the next day’s journey to work.

When he came back about 7 p.m. he 
phoned Catherine from his car, but she 
didn’t answer. He rang the apartment 
bell and when there was still no answer, 
went inside to their front door. The first 
thing he saw was blood everywhere, the 
next was Catherine on her bedroom 
floor, face down in a pool of blood, her 
throat slashed from ear to ear.

“I didn’t know if it was an accident 
or what it was,” he said. “I just dialled 
911.”

Haughn’s shock was compounded 
when the police made him speedily 
aware that he was the chief suspect. 
“That same night they took me into 
custody,” he said. “I told them they had 
the wrong person. I loved Catherine. I’d 
never have done anything to harm her.”

But the time frame seemed to tell 
a different story. Catherine was alive 
at 6.25 p.m., when she spoke to a 
friend on the phone. Haughn said he 
went out for half an hour, but she was 
dead at 7.01, when he called 911. The 
killer, if he wasn’t Haughn, had about 
30 minutes to get into the apartment, 
slash Catherine so viciously that she 
was nearly decapitated, and walk out 
undetected. It didn’t seem feasible, 
especially as there was no sign of a 
break-in.

An upstairs neighbour, Andrew Gold, 
told the police he heard a loud, long 
scream at about 6.30 p.m. Seconds 
later, he heard a short scream and the 
sounds of a scuffle as a dog barked. 
Moments later, there was a thud, as if a 
statue had been knocked over.

When the media began reporting 
the murder, Ivette Cortez, mother of 
Paul Cortez, saw Catherine’s picture 
in the newspaper and recognised her 
immediately.

“The media kept mentioning that her 
boyfriend was being held,” she recalled. 
“I wasn’t sure what was meant. Was my 
son in custody, I wondered? I tracked 
him down at work, and he didn’t know 
anything about what had happened. 
When I told him, he collapsed.

“Even so, the police called and took 
him to the precinct. He gave them 
DNA samples, let them photograph his 
hands, and they sent him home after a 

dreams? Layer by layer the secrets of 
her life were exposed, and with them 
the spotlight swung back again to Paul 
Cortez.

The newspapers began to hound 
Cortez. “In the eyes of the press and 
public, Paul suddenly became as guilty 
as sin,” said his friend Jaki Levy. 
“Police leaks to the papers suggested 
Paul was obsessed with Catherine and 
determined to stop her dancing in 
topless bars. They even intimated he 
was some sort of wild guy, because he 
had long hair and was in a rock band.

“According to police reports, 
Catherine had defensive wounds on 
her hands and arms, indicating she 
had fought hard for her life. But I 
saw Paul at work three days after the 
murder, and he had no injuries. His 
body was totally clean. His hands were 
totally clean. Thee were no scratches, 
nothing.”

But things didn’t look so good for 
Paul Cortez when a woman suddenly 
came forward to complain that a year 
earlier he had sexually assaulted her. 
For that, he was now arrested and 
charged. He was fingerprinted, and 

police triumphantly announced that his 
fingerprints matched one bloody print 
found in Catherine’s apartment.

On December 2nd, 2005, almost a 
month after Catherine’s death, Paul 
Cortez was charged with her murder.

But if he were the guilty one, how did 
he do it? How did he manage to slip in 
and out of her apartment and kill her 
so savagely in just 30 minutes? And 
indeed, where exactly was he on the 
night of the murder?

While police tried to work out 
the answers to these questions, 
Cortez spent his 26th birthday in the 
insalubrious New York jail known as 
The Tombs, facing sex assault charges 
in the case of one woman, and murder 
in another. The sex assault charge was 
dropped a few months later because 
the victim was no longer willing to go 
to trial.

He was adamant he had nothing to 
do with the killing of Catherine.“I was 
at home, making phone calls during 
that half hour,” he protested. His 
apartment was a mile and a half from 
Catherine’s.

When Alex Rude, a fellow-member of 
Cortez’s band, remembered the night of 
the murder, he said: “We had rehearsals 

Investigative 
journalism revealed 

the truth about 
Catherine’s role 
in Privilege, and 

suddenly reporters 
weren’t interested in 
how Catherine died, 

but how she lived

few hours.”
While David Haughn was still being 

remorselessly interrogated, Catherine’s 
parents, Jon and Donna Woods, told 
reporters that their daughter had an 
understudy role in an off-Broadway 
play called Privilege. There was such a 
play, or rather, there had been. Privilege 
had been closed for months. A bit of 
investigative journalism revealed the 
truth, and suddenly reporters weren’t 
just interested in how Catherine died, 
but how she lived.

Her job, with all its attendant risks, 
raised the possibility of other suspects 
in her murder. What was she doing 
to survive in the expensive city of her 

David Haughn was Catherine’s 
erstwhile lover and room-mate. 

As he discovered her body he 
was also suspected of her murder 
– due to the on-going rivalry he 

and Paul Cortez (below) had 
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murdered. In one he wrote: “I saved 
her from rape, but she still wanted to 
take the risk of stripping for money, 
though she might be drugged and molested 
again. I tried all I could to make her heal 
and vanquish the demons that kept her 
self-harming.”

In another entry he wrote about her 
“life of sin.” He was going to save her, 
he said, adding, “Such women would 
have had their throats cut in ancient 
times.”

More damning evidence came via 
mobile phone records. They showed 
that on the night of the murder Cortez 
called Catherine seven times. No 
call lasted more than a few seconds, 

indicating that he was hanging up on 
her, or the other way around, They also 
showed that he was only 100 yards or 
so away when he was calling, although 
he had said he was at home that 
evening.

“After calling Catherine incessantly 
on the night she was murdered, he 
never called her again,” said the 
prosecutor. “Yet he says he didn’t 
know she had died until the next day. 
Tell, me, is that a coincidence, or is it 
because he knew she was already dead 
and couldn’t answer the phone?

“So he’s calling again and again, 
and she isn’t listening. We know he’s 
outside her apartment. He’s waiting 
there, and he sees David Haughn 
leaving, and that’s his chance to get in 
there and confront her.”

After that, Cortez condemned himself 
by leaving his bloody handprint on 
the wall of her apartment. And there 
could be no doubt that it was his, 
said fingerprint technician Annabelle 
Bergmann. She told the jury: “The 
sample of his print that we already 
had matched the print on the wall. 
They are one and the same, a positive 
identification.”

Asked about that, Cortez, giving 
evidence on his own behalf, suggested 

that the print on the wall was an old 
one, and may have got there when he 
was having sexual intercourse with 
Catherine while she was having a 
period.

The prosecutor ridiculed that 
suggestion. Holding up an exhibit to 
the jury, he pointed to smeared spatter 
marks. “The handprint on the wall 
interrupts the spatter pattern,” he said. 
“That means the handprint was made 
when the blood that sprayed on the wall 
was still fresh.

“I can’t imagine that anyone would 
leave a bloody menstrual handprint 
on the wall. The notion is absurd, and 
furthermore it doesn’t fit the evidence.”

The jury of five men and seven 
women found Cortez guilty of second-
degree murder. He was sentenced to 25 
years to life.

A dejected Jon Woods, who had 
seen his daughter’s aspirations 
turned into a Broadway tragedy in 
just three and a half years, said: 
“She wanted to make it so much on 
Broadway. She dreamed of being 
the most famous dancer in New 
York. But this is a big, hard city, 
and it grinds down dreams. All she 
wanted was her name in lights.”

“None of us can 
imagine him being 

involved in a murder 
like this. He’s always 
been a very laid-back 

person – very 
Zen-like”

scheduled for six o’clock that night and 
Paul didn’t show up. That was unusual. 
He always showed up for rehearsals.”

Alex, a guitarist, called Cortez at 
around 8 p.m. that night. “He said 
he was sleeping at home. He sounded 
perfectly normal. Frankly, I don’t think 
anybody is that good an actor to be 
able to go from the grisly murder of 
someone they love and then behave in a 
blasé way towards their friends, and all 
within the space of half an hour.”

But he remembered that Cortez was 
acting “very strangely” days before the 
murder. “At one band performance 
he was stoned. His speech was slurred 
and his eyes dilated. That surprised me 
because normally he never did drugs.

“None of us can imagine him being 
involved in a murder like this. He’s 
always been a very laid-back person – 
very Zen-like.”

Cortez was brought to trial in New 
York in January 2007, on a charge of 
second-degree murder. His lawyer, 
Linda Miranda, was quick to seize upon 
the lack of physical evidence linking 
him with Catherine’s death.

“Surely with something so brutal and 
bloody there would be more evidence?” 
she reasoned. “This killing was 
uncannily professional. It reminds you 
that out there, especially in the kind of 
work she was doing, there might have 
been people stalking her, obsessed with 
her.”

Among the other suspects, she said, 
she wasn’t prepared to leave David 
Haughn in the clear. When he went 
into the witness-box she insinuated that 
he, and not Cortez, killed Catherine.

In her opening statement Ms. 
Miranda told the court: “Catherine 
Woods and Paul Cortez loved each 
other to death. But the nature of her 
work meant that she had sex with 
other men. She used drugs, had been 
date-raped at the club, and made a 
pornographic film. Any of the men 
involved could have killed her.”

Under cross-examination, David 
Haughn admitted he had been 
financially dependent on Catherine 
before finding a job, and that although 
he had only met Cortez once, he didn’t 
much care for him.

Ms. Miranda told Haughn: 
“Catherine was cheating on you and 
you didn’t like it. You told Cortez not 
to sleep with your woman, and you 
couldn’t handle her being with other 
men. But the truth was you were just a 
spurned, jealous slacker who Catherine 
wanted out of her life.”

The prosecution brushed aside these 
insinuations. Assistant District Attorney 
Peter Casolaro was emphatic. “Paul 
Cortez killed Catherine Woods in a 
jealous rage because he was twisted and 
obsessive. He couldn’t accept that their 
relationship was over,” he said.

Apart from the bloody fingerprint 
established as belonging to Cortez, 
police had discovered incriminating 
diaries in Cortez’s apartment, diaries 
he kept up even weeks after she was 

Paul Cortez. He had called 
Catherine’s father Jon (below) 
and disclosed the true nature 
of her work. But was it from 
concern – or an attempt to 

remain in control of her life? 



G
ERTRUDE DE LA MARE 
was 27 when she found herself 
explaining to police that she’d 

made a truly gruesome discovery in a 
small farmhouse in Guernsey on the 
morning of February 6th, 1935.

She was taking her employer, 
76-year-old farmer Alfred Brouard, his 
breakfast. But instead of finding the old 
man sitting up in bed, ready to eat as 
heartily as ever, all she could see was 
blood. Everywhere.

All over his face, his  
bedclothes, the floor, even the 
ceiling, and, especially, the 
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Whatever was being said, the truth 
was hard enough to believe. The 

police and a doctor made their way to 
the farmhouse to see if what Gertrude 
had told them was true. If anything, the 
scene they found was even worse.

The old man, who slept in a tiny 
room just seven feet square, was lying 
on his bed in a shirt and undershirt.

The bedclothes only went up to his 
hips, and blood was everywhere – on 
the clothes, the sheets, the bed, the 
walls, the floor, the ceiling...Literally 
everywhere was soaked.

There was a bread knife on the floor, 
which was apparently the instrument of 
Monsieur Brouard’s demise.

Naturally, the police searched the 
house for other evidence. They found 
nothing untoward outside the cramped 
scene of devastation.

However, on a chest of drawers 
elsewhere in the house, they found an 
envelope addressed to “The Police.”

It contained an apparent suicide note 
saying that Monsieur Brouard was 
ending his life as he did not wish to be 
a burden on anyone.

He wanted no relatives to come to 
the farmhouse, particularly as none had 
done so before.

Above, the farmhouse where 
Alfred Brouard, 76, was found 
dead by Gertrude de la Mare 

(opposite page)

bread knife lying nearby.
Understandably panicked by a 

sight which would shock pretty much 
anyone, she explained, Gertrude fled 
the house and ran down the road 
through the small village of Four Cabot 
in Guernsey, crying wildly.

Finally, she came to a neighbour’s 
house and, speaking in the local 
Guernsiais dialect, told her what had 
happened and pleaded with her to call 
the police.

Gertrude was a single mother, 
separated from her husband, the father 
to her three-year-old daughter. She’d 
worked for Alfred Brouard for around 

Reader Mark Griffiths from Queensland, wrote to ask: 
“Have you ever done a feature on the 1935 Guernsey murder of 
Alfred Brouard by his housekeeper Gertrude de da Mare? Or is it 
possible in the future to do the full story? My old neighbours went 
back to the island a few years ago to settle, having been born there, 
and I think his wife’s father may have had something to do with Mr. 
Brouard’s funeral. If you can do a feature, I will send them a copy.”
Happy to oblige. Mr. G. Here’s a brand-new report by James 
Newbury...

questions & answers

two and a half years, but it hadn’t been 
smooth.

It seemed most of the village believed 
that she wasn’t happy there, and she 

frequently threatened to leave 
the old man because of his 

harsh treatment of her. 
She often claimed that 
he was treating her like a 
slave, paying starvation 

wages, and that 

she’d had enough.
But every time Gertrude tried to 

storm out, Monsieur Brouard would 
beg her to stay, breaking down in tears 
as he would tell her he planned to leave 
everything to her in his will.

So it wasn’t long before the island 
was awash with gossip about what had 
happened in the small, white-washed 
farmhouse called Le Camp Joinet.

No blame should be attached to 
Gertrude, and there was a will with 
everything made out to her – although 
she had her faults, the note said, she 
had done everything and more for him.

It ended by asking Gertrude to take 
care of the funeral arrangements.

THE LAS
SENTEN
ON G
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A bloody bread 
knife, a forged will 
and a country girl 

described as both a 
“simpleton” and a 
calculated cunning 

killer – all led to 
the first death 
sentence to be 

passed on a woman 
on Guernsey in over 

100 years

Initially, the police had been deeply 
suspicious of Gertrude’s reaction to the 
old man’s death, and had been treating 
her as a possible suspect.

But the suicide note apparently 
changed everything.

Not only did they look on her more 

kindly, they astonishingly allowed her 
to take away some of the bedding and 
clothing to be burned.

She seemed to have recovered 
remarkably well from the shock of 
what she’d found, and was now more 
concerned about making sure the cows 

life, he said that he had already written 
a suicide note for the police to find. 

The will itself was dated the previous 
November – 1934 – and basically 
left everything to Gertrude. Money, 
livestock, land and the farmhouse.

It ended by saying that if there was 

HE LAST WOMAN 
ENTENCED TO DEATH 
N GUERNSEY

were milked and fed.
However, as time wore on, their first 

suspicions took hold once again, and by 
the week’s close, they had completely 
changed their minds.

The reason for the dramatic change 
of direction came when a bank 
manager in St. Peter Port, Monsieur Le 
Masurier, took the police a letter that 
he’d been given.

Dated just a few days previously, it 
said that Gertrude should pay £100 
(over £7,000 in today’s money) to a 
bank manager to get him to sign a will, 
leaving everything to her.

It also seemed to hint that Monsieur 
Brouard would commit suicide, saying 
that “it will be very hard for her to find 
me in that state.”

He also seemed to admit that he’d 
been underpaying her, implying that 
leaving her everything would somehow 
set that to rights.

In another hint that he’d take his own 



documents, then she must have 
murdered the old man.

After all, even a bad forgery was still 
a forgery.

Gertrude told the court that she had 
started working at the farm after she’d 
left her husband.

Not only was she expected to be the 
housemaid, she had to look after the 
farm and livestock, including the cattle, 
and all for just eight shillings a week, a 
pittance even then.

And then, when her daughter joined 
her, the old man also took the cost of 
their food out of her wages.

The court then adjourned so that the 
jurats could see the crime scene.

In the back garden, they saw the 
gruesome sight of the partly burned 
bed sheets and clothing hanging on a 
washing line, from the greenhouse to 
the kitchen, with court exhibit numbers 
attached.

Whilst there, the police decided to try 
to catch Gertrude out at the house.

Her daughter’s dress had blood on 
it, and they believed that it came from 
when she was covered in Alfred’s blood 
fresh from the murder. They thought 
they’d test her reaction and show it to 
her on the visit – but she displayed no 
emotion at all.

Yet even this was used against her 
later in the trial, when the jurats were 
asked to consider what type of woman 
would cut a man’s throat and then dress 
her daughter without even washing her 
hands first?

Gertrude’s story was that on the 
morning of February 6th, she had 
called out to Alfred to wake him ready 
for her to bring him his breakfast.

His door at the time was slightly ajar, 
and she could immediately see the knife 
lying on the floor.

She’d immediately seen blood on 
the bed, and ran from the house to get 
help, not returning until the police and 
doctor had arrived, staying with them 
while the initial investigations took 
place.

She was shown police photographs 
of the scene taken on the day, and 
she protested that the knife had been 
moved.

Then her cross-examination took 
place.

F
irst, the prosecution asked her why 
she’d passed three homes before 

stopping to ask for help.
The first house, she said, was also the 

local post office, and they didn’t have a 
phone yet.

Next was the home of her 
ex-husband’s aunt, and she wasn’t 
welcome there.

Then there was the house of a little 
old lady, and Gertrude was afraid she 
might not be welcome there.

Finally, she found a neighbour she 
could rely on.

Then, she gave a dramatic 
description of what she’d found.

Alfred Brouard was propped up by 
his right arm, with his hand gripping 

any legal reason for her not to inherit, 
and the farm was sold, then she would 
receive half the rents or subsequent 
proceeds.

It ended by asking for Gertrude to 
be given the task of making the funeral 
arrangements.

T
he letter, will and suicide note found 
at the farm had clearly been written 

by the same hand.
But did that hand belong to Alfred 

Brouard?
Monsiuer Le Masurier believed that 

there was no doubt that they had been 
written by Brouard, but the police 
thought the precise opposite.

Within an hour of receiving the letter 
and will, the police thought it was 
obvious that Gertrude had written both 
documents, as well as the letter they’d 
found in the farmhouse.

The based their suspicions on a piece 
of blotting paper they’d found in her 
room, with a faint impression of the 
word “police” on it, as well as the fact 
that the notepaper the letters and will 
had been written on matched some that 
she had.

Gertrude was remanded in custody 
and, despite insisting that she hadn’t 
written either the letters or the will, she 
was charged with forgery.

When she was taken to court to be 
formally indicted, the courthouse was 
so packed that 50 women were unable 
to get in.

“You may as well go home and do the 
washing!” an exasperated official yelled 
at them.

On February 8th, the Guernsey 
police called for help from Scotland 
Yard to help their case against 
Gertrude. The presence of the famous 
mainland detectives transformed the 
case from a local cause célèbre into 
front-page news across Britain.

Clearly, the thinking went, if she’d 
forged the letters and will, she must 
have murdered the old man to collect 
her payout.

Regardless, the mainland detectives 
began going through everything with 
their typically professional forensic 
attention to detail.

And then, two weeks later, Gertrude 
was charged with murder.

At the remand hearing, she was as 
adamant as ever that she was innocent: 
“I swear to God that I am not guilty of 
the murder of M. Brouard,” she insisted 
to the court.

Ironically enough, the forgery charges 
were dropped because of a legal 
technicality – because the will had not 
been signed, it was invalid, regardless of 
the murder charges.

Nevertheless, on Monday, April 1st, 
she appeared in the dock at the island 
court in St. Peter Port on trial for her 
life.

I
n accordance with the island’s 
bi-lingual population, the trial was 

carried out in both English and French, 
with the documents in both, while 
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Gertrude spoke in her local dialect, 
Guerniais.

All of which helped the case become 
famous in France, too. At the time, 
they called Guernsey “The Happy Isle” 
and they were fascinated that “for the 
first time, a woman is to be judged,” 
thinking incorrectly that it was the 
first time a woman had stood trial for 
murder on the island. (A woman had 
actually been convicted of murder and 
hanged there back in 1817.)

French media also thought it rather 
quaint that even though Guernsey no 
longer used French law, they weren’t 
using English law either.

French readers were told that there 
would be no lay jury, and instead, 
the case would be heard by 12 jurats, 
magistrates in purple robes, sitting in 

Bailiff Arthur Bell

a circle around the court, with a bailiff 
at the head, effectively acting as head 
judge.

The jurats wouldn’t retire to 
deliberate in secret, but give their 
verdict in open court and – in marked 
contrast to both English and French 
juries – explain how they came to it.

What’s more, the public were only 
separated from the court by a single 
rope.

The bailiff was Arthur Bell, who at 
the time was also the island’s de facto 
prime minister.

When the charges were read out, 
Gertrude had reverted to her maiden 
name of Le Page, and there was another 
throwback – the forgery charges had 
been reinstated, following legal advice.

The thinking was that although the 
aim had been forgery, the premeditated 
murder was calculated to profit from it.

In short – if she’d forged the 
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the bed board, and his left hand across 
his body. His sleeve was drawn up to 
the elbow, and he faced the door.

She thought he must have been 
sitting up in bed when he killed himself, 
but was now slightly slumped.

A policeman re-created the scene in a 
dramatic reconstruction for the benefit 
of the court, with the actual bed from 
the farmhouse having been brought to 
the court, still showing the bloodstains.

Gertrude also told the court that 
Alfred would often talk of suicide, 
calling the bread knife “The Butcher,” 
and saying that if only the banisters 
on the stairs had been high enough, he 
would have thrown himself down them.

Occasionally, he would fiddle with a 
piece of cord and say, “I think this is 

strong enough.”
But it wasn’t just his own life he 

was considering – she said he would 
often show Gertrude and her daughter 
“The Butcher” and say that when it 
was sharpened, all of them could kill 
themselves.

Next up was the doctor called to 
the farmhouse that day, Dr. Eustace 
Bostock.

He told the court that he’d found 
the body lying on its right side in a 
semi-prone position.

However, he contradicted Gertrude, 
saying that M. Brouard was facing 
the wall, with his right arm under 
the pillow and his neck bent onto the 
pillow.

He believed that M. Brouard had 
been dead for only a couple of hours 
when he first saw him. The wound in 
his throat went from ear to ear, and the 
post-mortem had revealed that it was 
much deeper than originally thought, 
and had actually caught the spine.

In Dr. Bostock’s opinion, the wound 
went from left to right, becoming 
deeper on the way across the throat – 
and it couldn’t have been self-inflicted, 
as it took a great deal of violence to 
inflict such a terrible cut.

Furthermore, M. Brouard wouldn’t 
have had the strength to throw the 

knife across the floor afterwards.
So the prosecution told the jurats 

that they believed Gertrude had crept 
downstairs, taken the bread knife, crept 
back upstairs, taken M.Brouard by his 
beard and, turning his head, slit his 
throat.

But when asked about this directly, 
she insisted: “I never touched the bread 
knife since teatime on Tuesday.”

G
iven how important the case was to 
the island, the police had asked the 

most famous pathologist of the day, Sir 
Bernard Spilsbury, to give his opinion.

He told the court that he had arrived 
on the island on February 10th and, 
after examining the body, thought 
that Alfred Brouard had been in good 

health for his age.
Asked about the wound, Sir Bernard 

said it was between eight and 10 inches 
long, and because the bread knife was 
blunt, it would have taken an enormous 
amount of effort to cut the flesh of 
even such an old man.

Indeed, so much force was used that 
M. Brouard had died within just 30 
seconds.

Furthermore, given the force used, 
and how quickly he’d died, it was 
highly unlikely that his right arm would 
have been anywhere but near the right 
ear, and not in the position it had been 
found in.

Sir Bernard said that he believed that 
the position the head had been found 
in clearly suggested that it had been 
held by someone else – and that as the 
head had been held high, in his death 
struggle he had coughed blood up onto 
the ceiling.

The defence claimed instead that 
Alfred had picked up the knife from his 
bedside table and somehow knocked 
or pushed the knife onto the floor in a 
reflex action as he died.

So the court allowed Gertrude to 
demonstrate what she thought had 
happened, with the help of a policeman 
lying on the bed.

She claimed that the knife had 

dropped from Alfred’s right hand, hit 
the floor and landed in the position 
she’d originally claimed – and not in 
the position the police had shown in 
their photograph.

The police countered by saying that 
if Alfred had committed suicide, it 
would probably have fallen out of bed.

Whereas it had actually been found 
on the left side of the bed, by the wall.

The prosecution was sparing no 
expense in making its case. In addition 
to the most famous pathologist, they 
also called England’s other great 
forensic expert, Dr. Gerald Roche 
Lynch.

He said that he entirely agreed 
with both the prosecution’s and Sir 
Bernard’s theory about what had 
occurred.

Additionally, he he said he’d found 
Alfred’s hairs on Gertrude’s nightdress, 
and, most damningly of all, they were 
cut hairs – implying that they’d been 
cut by the bread knife as it had been 
pulled across the old man’s throat.

F
acing such a wealth of evidence and 
expert opinion, the defence tried a 

different tack in the second week of the 
trial.

They effectively admitted that 
Gertrude had indeed killed her 
employer, but said she’d done so 
because she was effectively insane.

As it happened, as a matter of 
routine, she had already been examined 
in prison by a doctor, on February 
10th.

Dr. William McGlashan had 
experience of mental illness, and 
based on his examination of Gertrude, 
and from her relatives’ testimony, he 
believed she was suffering from minor 
epilepsy.

Dr. McGlashan said that he’d been 
told Gertrude’s father was a sadist with 
animals, and was thought of as mentally 
unstable.

As a result, rumour on the island 
suggested that Gertrude came from 
“tainted stock” – she herself had 
suffered some “queer episodes” from 
the age of just four.

He said that in his opinion, Gertrude 
was likely to invent stories, and to lie for 
no apparent reason. He believed that if 
she had carried out the attack, she could 
very well not remember having done it, 
a classic sign of an epileptic attack.

Dr. McGlashan added that he 
thought Gertrude’s mental age was 
roughly eight or nine years old.

“She is living in an ecstasy state,” he 
said. “She is an hallucinated, deluded 
person who thinks and swears that she 
is right, even in the face of established 
facts. She cannot feel otherwise – she is 
like a primitive-minded child.”

But under cross-examination, he 
would not say definitively that Gertrude 
was insane.

Other witnesses told the court about 
Gertrude’s odd behaviour.

For example, an estate agent said 
she had enquired about buying a large 

The trial was conducted according to local law – neither French nor British. 
With no lay jury, the case was heard by 12 jurats – magistrates in purple 

robes, sitting in a circle around the court – with a bailiff at the head, 
effectively acting as head judge (pictured in 1935)
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The scene of the murder has survived into the modern age, long after the 
death penalty was abolished on Guernsey

mansion on the island for £3,000.
Negotiations began – until it turned 

out that Gertrude had no money.
Even worse, one of her uncles 

claimed that she would often simply sit 
in a chair, laughing to herself, for hours 
on end.

In response, the prosecution called 
the island’s prison medical officer, Dr. 
Conrad de Lisle Carey.

He said he’d examined Gertrude 
no fewer than 10 times. Completely 
dismissing Dr. McGlashan’s claim 
about her mental age, he said she 
had absolutely no problem with her 
memory, and no signs of epilepsy, 
either.

He ended by saying that Gertrude 
was definitely not, by any legal 

A
fter everything that had been said 
in court so far, the crucial question 

was put to Gertrude once again on 
Friday April 11th:

Had she killed Alfred Brouard?
“Not guilty,” she simply said. And 

so the trial continued for another three 
days.

But not before there was yet another 
dramatic twist.

It turned out that Gertrude had 
once applied for a job working for one 
of the jurats, so Jean Alles Simon was 
dismissed for a potential conflict of 
interest.

But that wasn’t the end of M. Simon’s 
involvement with the case – he was 
promptly recalled as a witness.

He then told the court about the letter 

to a prisoner charged with a lesser 
offence. She is not being charged with 
lying but with murder. There can be no 
doubt whatever that the prisoner with 
her own hand has killed M. Brouard 
cold-bloodily. If I am right she is either 
a dastardly murderess or else she is a 
dangerous lunatic.”

Finally, the 11 remaining jurats 
retired to consider their verdict.

And with an odd number remaining, 
it would mean there was no chance of 
a hung jury. There would be a verdict, 
come what may.

O
n Tuesday, April 16th, 1935, a 
hushed courtroom heard the 

remaining 11 jurats deliver their verdict.
They began by saying that all of them 

were satisfied that Gertrude de la Mare 
had killed Alfred Brouard.

As to the question of why she had 
done it, the jurats were split 6-5 – six 
thought it was murder, five that she was 
insane.

With the verdict now assured, 
however shakily, the prosecutor then 
had to secure the ultimate penalty. 
Unlike in England, the prosecution 
had to specifically request the death 
penalty – but, under Guernsey law, 
they also asked that the execution be 
stayed “until His Majesty’s pleasure be 
known.”

What this meant was that the case 
would have to be considered by the 
Home Office who would consider the 
evidence and their view on the verdict.

They weren’t impressed at all 
with any pleas to insanity, but under 
the law, they could only order their 
own examination of Gertrude if the 
government in Guernsey asked them to.

They didn’t.
Although some believed that the 

public would be outraged that a woman 
could be hanged on a 6-5 verdict, 
public executions had never actually 
been banned on Guernsey.

Regardless, the island no longer 
had a working gallows, and had no 
executioner, so if Gertrude was to be 
hanged, it would have to be done in 
England.

But she wasn’t hanged. A month 
after the trial, her sentence was quietly 
commuted to life imprisonment and 
she served just over eight years in jail in 
England.

She was released in September, 1943, 
to live in London, which she did until 
she died in 1966 at the grand old age 
of 89.

So it was that the last woman to be 
sentenced to death on Guernsey was 
never executed. 

Although the last execution on 
Guernsey had been in 1854, and public 
executions were formally banned soon 
after the trial, a new gallows was built in 
the prison in July, 1937, just in case.

But it was never used, and the 
death penalty for murder was 
abolished on Guernsey in August 
1965, three months before it ended 
in mainland Britain.

definition, insane – as, indeed, she 
herself had told the court. So the 
defence had to try something else.

Enter Gertrude’s mother.
Victoria de le Page told the court that 

she had frequently visited her daughter 
at the farmhouse, and had even helped 
out with the housework.

She said that Alfred Brouard had 
been a “grumbling old man,” who 
swore a lot, and the food he provided 
was poor.

Mme. la Page also told the court 
that she wasn’t surprised at all to 
learn that the old man had committed 
suicide – on the previous Sunday, 
Gertrude had told her that he had 
killed himself by cutting his throat 
during the night.

Of course, nothing of the sort had 
happened.

But that was the day that the letter to 
the bank and the will had been dated.

So was this a sign of insanity – or 
premeditation for murder?

Mme. le Page added that her 
daughter had “suffered with her head” 
from a young age, painting a picture of 
a young woman who was seen by those 
who knew her as distinctly “odd.”

But had any of this really helped?

he’d received from Gertrude, asking for 
a job with him.

From what M. Simon could 
remember of the letter, it had some 
familiar spelling mistakes – the same 
kind as in the three notes before the 
court, which had supposedly been 
written by Alfred Brouard.

Alfred, unlike Gertrude, was 
an educated man who had been a 
schoolteacher when he was younger, 
clearly implying that he wouldn’t have 
made the errors that the forger had.

Summing-up for the case against, the 
prosecutor was as damning as possible: 
“I do not want to be harsh, but it is my 
duty to tell you that it is obvious she is 
the most appalling liar. I submit that not 
one word of her evidence, given on oath 
and interspersed with quotations from 
Holy Scripture, can be believed unless it 
can be checked as correct.”

He continued to drive home the 
message that Gertrude was not to be 
trusted.

“The prisoner has shown the utmost 
disregard for the truth, but she is 
fighting for her life, and no doubt she 
feels that the net is being drawn tighter 
and tighter. You must allow a much 
greater latitude to her than is allowed 



him were not enough, said the locals. 
The village could do with half a dozen 
officers on rowdy Saturday nights.

Police Constable William Wilkinson, 
32, was one of Archer’s replacements, 
and at 10.50 on the warm night of 
Monday, May 25th, 1903, he was 
awaiting his colleague Police Constable 
Hall at the gates of the parish 
churchyard. Herbert Middleton, a 
19-year-old butcher, came along and 

M
OST COUNTRY villages 
had just one policeman in the 
early 1900s, but Sileby was an 

exception. Midway between Leicester 
and Loughborough, the parish had 
two constables following the untimely 
departure of Police Constable Archer, 
beaten so severely by two poachers that 
he had to retire, eventually dying from 
his injuries.

Even the two constables who replaced 
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Police Constable William Wilkinson was shot outside the parish church at 

Sileby, Leicestershire, and staggered 44 yards to the Plough Inn, where he 

collapsed. The police in Loughborough and Leicester joined forces to find 

his killer or killers and it wasn’t long before their inquiries led them to two 

poachers who had threatened the 32-year-old policeman earlier that day...

as the two stood chatting a rustling 
sound came from the churchyard, and 
Wilkinson turned and shone his lantern.

“Who’s there?” he called out.
Middleton saw the heads of two men 

appear above a gravestone. He also saw 
a gun barrel. A moment later there was 
a loud report, and Wilkinson cried, “I’m 
shot!”

He then staggered 44 yards and 
collapsed outside the Plough Inn. 

MURDER OF A 
VILLAGE BOBBY

FROM LEICESTERSHIRE

Two went to the gallows

Case recalled 

by Matthew 

Spicer



Middleton ran to raise the alarm, and 
then helped another villager carry the 
constable into the pub’s yard, where he 
was found to be dead.

When Dr. Walter Garvin arrived 
he had the body carried into the 
pub’s skittle-alley, and found that the 
constable had been killed by a single 
blast from a gun which had peppered 
his heart and lungs with buckshot.

When PC Hall was told of the 
shooting he went to the churchyard. 
From what Middleton told him, he 
believed that Wilkinson had been shot 
from a distance of about 40 
feet.

Police in Leicester and 
Loughborough were alerted 
by telegram, and at 2 a.m. PC 
Hall was joined by officers 
from both forces. He told them 
that both he and Wilkinson had 
earlier been threatened by two 
Sileby men, Thomas Porter, 29, 
and Thomas Preston, 24, who 
were shoe-factory workers by 
day and poachers by night.

Thomas Preston lived with 
his parents, and when the 
police went to his home they 
were told he had been out all 
night. Thomas Porter’s home 
was in Swan Street, where 
Constable Wilkinson had lived with his 
wife and two small children. Porter’s 
cottage was silent, but the police knew 
someone was inside. When they peered 
through the key-holes of the locked 
front and back doors they saw the keys 
had been inserted in the locks from 
within.

When there was no response 
to the officers’ knocks and calls, 
Superintendent Agar forced the front 
door and was confronted by Porter 
pointing a double-barrelled shotgun 
at him. The superintendent promptly 
withdrew, and the police surrounded 

the cottage.
Preston was spotted at an upstairs 

bedroom window with Porter, and 
Leicestershire’s Chief Constable, Mr. E. 
Holmes, who was at the scene, decided 
that the police would lay siege to the 
house for as long as it took for the men 
to surrender. Each time officers asked 
them to come out Porter threatened 
to shoot any policeman who tried to 
arrest him. He had ordered his wife 
and family to leave the cottage when 
he arrived with Preston, and the police 
asked Mrs. Porter to try to persuade the 
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Aiming over the heads of those 
below him, he discharged the gun 
and then smashed its lock and stock 
with a hammer, before throwing the 
now-useless weapon down to the Chief 
Constable.

Led by Superintendent Agar, officers 
rushed the bedroom, arrested the two 
men and took them by horse-and-trap to 
Loughborough police station.

As the crowd of onlookers left Swan 
Street, PC Wilkinson’s distraught widow 
was comforted by neighbours who 
included Herbert Middleton’s father.

A
ccording to village gossip, 
Constable Hall had been 

the intended victim, and Porter 
fired the shot. Preston was said 
to be easily led by the older 
man. Wilkinson usually met 
Hall outside the churchyard 
at 11 p.m., and it seemed the 
shooting was premeditated. 
Middleton’s father thought the 
poachers had intended to shoot 
both policemen, and he said his 
son had been lucky to escape 
with his life.

PC Wilkinson had been 
stationed in Sileby for five 
years, and he was described as 

“a nice fellow who would rather 
see a man home than lock him up.”

Mrs. Porter told the police that her 
husband had returned home at 10.15 
p.m. with Preston. She said that when 
she showed her husband a demand for 
rent arrears he told her he had a good 
mind to blow his brains out, and both 
men left shortly afterwards.

At Wilkinson’s inquest on May 27th 
the court was told that during the siege 

The accused – Thomas Porter (left) and Thomas Preston

Right, X marks the spot where Police 
Constable William Wilkinson (far 
right) was standing when a shot rang 
out from within the churchyard. 
He staggered away, 
mortally wounded. 
Left, the same 
scene from the 

pair to give themselves up.
“Be a good lad and come down,” she 

begged her husband.
Preston called out that he wanted 

to surrender, but would do so only if 
Porter agreed. Porter shook his head 
and sat on the bedroom window-sill, 
smoking his pipe. Then after further 
pleading by other relatives, he said he 
and Preston would give themselves up 
at eight o’clock.

At 6.55 a.m., however, in response 
to further pressure from the Chief 
Constable, Porter said, “Very well, I’ll 
fire the gun and then smash it.”



Porter said: “They have driven me to 
do it. It was too good for him. I don’t 
care if I’m hanged...I meant to kill both 
the b–––s with one shot. If you rush the 
house, someone else has got to come 
under the hammer...I misfired, or I 
would have had them both. I am the 
man who shot the man.”

Preston was alleged to have said: “It 
was a bad job we did not do them both. 
We meant to, but one got away. I am in 
it as well as Porter. I was there and will 
take my share of it.”

Dr. Garvin said that in conducting 
a post-mortem examination he had 
extracted 40 shots from the constable’s 
torso, including four found in his heart.

“I cannot understand,” said the 
coroner, “how he ran forty yards after 
receiving such wounds.”

“Well, it is rather difficult to explain,” 
the doctor replied, “but when he was 
shot he must have been fatally shot. He 
would run, and the initial impulse would 
take him that short distance, then he 
would drop down dead. You know how 
game will often travel a certain distance 
after being shot, and then drop dead. 
He would reel the greater part of the 
way, and then would not fall but would 
drop down dead.”

William Clarke, 
a shoe-finisher, 
testified that he 
saw Porter 
and Preston 
near the 
churchyard at 
10.15 p.m., and 
heard Preston 
say angrily, “We 
will both be 
hung for them 
together.”

The witness 
also said he 
heard the pair 
deciding who 
would do the 
shooting. 
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Widowson. As he left the court, Porter 
was heard to say that he would shoot 
Wilkinson.

In the previous November PC 
Wilkinson had given evidence against 
Preston, who was charged with being 
drunk and disorderly. Preston had 
afterwards threatened to shoot both 
Constables Wilkinson and Hall

Mr. Rowlatt said that during the 
siege in Sileby’s Swan Street, Porter 
had shouted from a bedroom window, 
“Let Hall show himself, and we shall die 
happy.” Preston had added, “Let him 
have one.”

Constable Hall told the court that he 
had twice testified in poaching cases 

in which Porter 
was fined, and 
Preston had told 
him he was fed up 
with being taken 
to Loughborough 
Magistrates’ 
Court and would 
“swing” for the two 
policemen.

Porter, however, 
told the court that 
he could remember 
nothing of the night 
of the shooting 
prior to 2 a.m., and 
Preston claimed: 
“I am absolutely 
innocent.”

T
hey were 
committed 

for trial, and 
both pleaded not 
guilty when they 
appeared before 
Mr. Justice Ridley 
at Leicestershire 
Assizes on June 

29th, charged with PC Wilkinson’s 
murder.

Mr. Disney, prosecuting, told 
the court that strong evidence of 
premeditation was provided by words 
spoken by the accused to their friend 
Ferdinand Dexter after all three left the 
Railway Inn and were approaching the 
churchyard shortly before the shooting.

“Preston said, ‘You go home, Ferdy. 
We don’t want you to be in no bother.’ 
Porter said, ‘You will perhaps hear about 
something in the morning.’”

These words were very significant, 
said the prosecutor. “They show that 
in the minds of these men there was an 
intention to do something, and it was 
obviously something wrong, as they did 
not wish Dexter to be mixed up in what 
they called a bother.”

Mr. Disney went on to tell how 
another witness, William Clarke, 
had then heard Porter and Preston 
discussing a shooting. The prosecution 
claimed that the defendants then 
went to Porter’s home, collected the 
murder weapon, and returned to the 
churchyard, where they hid behind a 
tombstone from which the fatal shot was 
fired.

Preston said, “I will shoot,” and Porter 
said, “No, I’ll shoot.”

After 10 minutes’ deliberation the 
coroner’s jury returned a verdict of 
wilful murder against both men.

When Porter and Preston appeared 
before Loughborough magistrates on 
June 3rd, Mr. G. Rowlatt, prosecuting, 
said that on the night of the shooting 
they were in Sileby’s Railway Inn 
from between 9 and 9.30 until 10 
o’clock. They were with a man named 
Ferdinand Dexter, and as they left 
Porter told him to go home, as 
something was going to happen which 
he would read about in the next day’s 
newspapers.

The prosecutor 
went on to say 
that in February 
Constable 
Wilkinson had 
given evidence at 
Loughborough 
Magistrates’ Court 
against a friend 
of Porter’s named 

8
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Mr. Disney said that the prisoners’ 
conduct when the police surrounded 
Porter’s home amounted to an 
admission of guilt. Preston had asked for 
PC Hall to be sent forward, saying, “We 
will put him right. Let us have a shot at 
him.” Porter had said, “I should have 
waited until I got through the gates, then 
I should have had them both.”

Questioned by Mr. G.A. McCurdy, 
defending Preston, Dr. Garvin said he 
had known Preston for about 17 years, 
had always considered him to be of 
good character, and had even left his 
house in his care while 
he was away. He had 
seen Preston drunk on 
several occasions, but 
had never known him 
to be violent, though 
he “talked a lot of 
rubbish.”

Both Dexter and 
the landlord of the 
Railway Inn said that 
Preston and Porter 
were sober on the 
night of the shooting, 
but Mrs. Porter said 
they were too drunk 
to shoot a hare.

Mr. McCurdy 
told the jury that 
the two men had 
been drinking since 
lunchtime on the day 
of the shooting, and 
after leaving the Railway Inn they had 
abandoned any thought of poaching and 
had decided to return to Swan Street via 
the churchyard, where they were startled 
by a lantern being shone in their faces.

The defence counsel claimed that 
after firing his gun Porter had called 
out, “Did you hear ’em run? I shot 
to frighten them.” Neither man had 
any idea what they had shot, said Mr. 
McCurdy, and as they made their 
way to Swan Street they went down 
Mountsorrel Lane, where Porter fired at 
a dog.

Two sober men who had just 
murdered a policeman would not then 
fire a shotgun only a few hundred 
yards from the crime scene, the defence 

counsel submitted.
On the trial’s second and final day 

Preston denied that he had any grudge 
against the police, and said that on the 
day of the shooting he met Porter at 
lunchtime and spent the rest of the day 
drinking with him.

He told the court that when they left 
the Railway Inn, Porter said to him, 
“Tommy, I know where we can go and 
get two hares.” But as they were drunk 
and it was a very dark night, they had 
little hope of shooting a hare. So they 
got two bottles of stout and began to 

make their way to Swan Street via the 
churchyard, where they continued 
drinking until a light was shone in their 
faces.

Preston said he was some distance 
from Porter when Porter fired the gun 
in the churchyard, and he did not know 
Porter was going to shoot. After that, 
he claimed, he could remember little 
until an hour into the siege, and he had 
no recollection of the incriminating 
statements allegedly made by himself 
and Porter. He said he was “silly drunk” 
at the time, and therefore could not 
swear that he did not say what was 
alleged.

As Preston then proceeded to describe 
what happened during the siege in 

Sileby’s 

normally 

peaceful 

High Street, 

showing the 

parish church 

at the top

The Plough Inn – to which, after being fatally shot, PC 

Wilkinson managed to stagger 44 yards 
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answer to his counsel’s questions, 
the judge interrupted him. “I cannot 
understand,” he said. “First of all you 
say you were silly drunk, and then you 
give details of what took place. When 
did you become sober? You cannot be 
silly drunk one minute and sober the 
next.”

“Let me ask you another question,” 
said Mr. McCurdy. “Have you been 
twice convicted for being drunk?”

“Yes.”
“Is your mind an alcoholic blank as 

to what took place on those occasions 
when you were drunk?”

“Yes.”
“If this were an ordinary case,” said 

the judge, “I should have stopped it long 
ago. I do not remember a case in which 
a man was drunk and sober alternately 
every five minutes.”

Cross-examined by Mr. Disney, 
Preston changed his tune, flatly denying 
having spoken any of the words 
attributed to him.

question he was so drunk he could 
hardly walk.

Porter did not give evidence, and no 
witnesses were called on his behalf.

In his final address to the jury Mr. 
McCurdy said that Preston had no 
credible motive for the policeman’s 
murder. It was inconceivable that he 
would bring misery and disgrace on his 
family and consign himself to the gallows 
just because nine months previously 
the constable had spoken to him about 

being drunk. And whatever threats had 
been uttered during the siege were mere 
drunken ravings.

Mr. Blaiklock, defending Porter, 
claimed that it was simply a case of 
a gun being accidentally discharged 
while in the possession of two drunken 
men. He said he had not called his 
client to give evidence because Porter 
had earlier told magistrates, “I can 
remember nothing until two o’clock in 
the morning.”

Preston (near left) and Porter (far left) during 
the murder trial. Earlier they had barricaded 
themselves in Porter’s home (above) in Swan 
Street (below) – coincidentally, the very street 
where PC Wilkinson had lived

P
reston’s cousin John Preston told 
the court that he was at the General 

Moore Inn with the two accused before 
they moved on to the Railway Inn, and 
he heard them talking about shooting a 
hare.

Arthur Robinson testified that he was 
with Preston and Porter at both inns, 
and he did not think they’d had a great 
deal to drink.

“What do you consider a great deal to 
drink?” asked the judge. “How do you 
measure beer at Sileby – by the pint, 
quart or gallon?”

“During the time I was with them,” 
Robinson replied, “they certainly had 
more than a pint or a quart.”

“Did it get to a gallon?”
“Not as I know on.”
“Were they drunk when you left 

them?”
“No.”
Preston’s mother told the court that he 

was a good son, but had begun drinking 
during the last year or two. She said that 
when she spoke to the prisoners during 
the siege Porter told her: “Thomas is as 
innocent as a baby. He has done nought. 
It is me as has done it.”

Preston’s 14-year-old sister Florence 
said that when she saw him leaving 
the General Moore Inn on the day in 
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Porter was a drunken, foolish person 
with a loaded gun, said Mr. Blaiklock, 
and not a cold-blooded murderer. He 
either discharged the gun accidentally 
or with a reckless desire to frighten, and 

for that reason he was guilty only of 
manslaughter.

Mr. Disney told the jury that although 
it had been claimed that Preston and 
Porter were drunk at the time of the 

shooting, they were nevertheless able 
to recall much of what had happened. 
Drunkenness was no excuse for the 
crime, anyway. Otherwise if a man wished 
to commit murder, all he would have to 
do would be to get drunk, carry out the 
deed, and escape the consequences.

The court had heard evidence that the 
defendants’ attitude to policemen was 
hostile, and that was their motive, said the 
prosecutor. “The motive for murder is 
always a very trivial thing compared with 
the crime.”

Summing-up, Mr. Justice Ridley said 
that Porter was guilty of either murder 
or manslaughter. So far as Preston was 
concerned, if the jury believed it was 
simply a poaching expedition, he could 
be acquitted because he did not fire the 
gun. But if the jury were satisfied that it 
was a murderous expedition involving the 
shooting of the policeman, then although 
Preston did not handle the gun he was as 
guilty as Porter.

The judge then reminded the jury that 
the defendants had told Dexter to go 
home because they did not want him to 
get into a bother, and Porter had added, 
“You might hear talk of something in the 
night.” Was that remark necessary if all 
they were going to do was shoot a hare?

Then they had been heard to say, 
“We’ll be hung for the –––––s.” Could 
they have been referring to a mere 
poaching expedition?

Then, the judge continued, the 
prisoners had barricaded themselves in 
Porter’s house, keeping the police at bay 
until 7 a.m. Would they have offered 
such resistance if they had only been 
poaching?

The jury thought not. After 45 
minutes’ retirement they found both men 
guilty of murder.

“I recommend that you give up all 
hope of a reprieve,” said Mr. Justice 
Ridley as he sentenced them to death.

While they awaited execution, Porter 
and Preston continued to claim they were 
innocent. “I am willing to die for Tommy 
Preston,” Porter told his relatives, “if he 
will only tell the truth.”

As the judge predicted, there 
were no reprieves, and on Tuesday, 
July 21st, 1903, Porter and Preston 
were hanged at Leicester Prison 
by the brothers William and John 
Billington.

William Billington (above left) and his brother John were 
employed to hang the two poachers at Leicester Prison (left)
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