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Next to a park entrance in Wayne County, Ohio there is a small memorial plot filled with geraniums, growing from a brick base. There is a plaque neatly placed into the ground with a young girl’s name and picture. A message on the plaque reads “In Memory of Krista Harrison, 1971-1982, from Citizens and Law Enforcement of Wayne County.” The years represent Krista Harrison’s date of birth in 1971 and her date of death in 1982, making her 11 years old at her time of death. This park will forever memorialize Krista Harrison, the young girl who was brutally raped and murdered. Her picture will always sit across from the ball field where she played for her local soft ball team; near the set of bleachers that sit across the street form a red brick ranch home, where Krista’s parents lived. Her picture will always be a reminder of what happened on the day of July 17, 1982. The day that changed this small town in Ohio forever, the same day that changed hundreds of lives. 

Krista Harrison was born on May 28, 1971 in Orville Ohio to Shirley and Gerald Harrison. According to the Mayor of Orrville, everyone knew the Harrisons. “My job was to get kids involved in swimming and playing ball, and that’s how I knew Krista. To me, she was always the little sister that ran around with her big brothers.” Krista was the youngest of four children and she was loved by her community. He disappearance devastated the village of Orrville, and everyone wanted to find the person responsible for this. According to Krista’s mother, she was an athletic and fun-loving girl. Both of Krista’s parents didn’t want to be interviewed before the execution of their daughter’s killer. 

On one hot afternoon in July of 1982, Krista Harrison was picking up aluminum cans with one of her friends in Marshallville park. Marshallville park was about one hundred yards from Krista’s childhood home. During this time the young boy that was with Krista saw her abduction. The boy ran to Krista’s home in a panic, with tears running down his face as he tried to explain what he had just witnessed. When her friend was able to calm down enough he told her parents that a man with shoulder length hair, between the ages of 25 and 35 pulled up next to them at the park and had pulled Krista into his van. He forced Krista into his vehicle and drove away from the park immediately after the abduction. The child with Krista described the man’s van as being brown or a dark red color, it had round windows on each side and near the rear of the vehicle. The child gave the police enough information to allow the police to get a sketch of the man that abducted Krista. As the news of the abduction spread, Harrison’s community came together to form search parties. Hundreds of volunteers searched far and wide throughout the village of Marshalville, they initially believed that she would be found alive, in an unknown place. 

According to Mayor Bob Brooker, “The village was devastated by her disappearance, and later by the details of her death. It’s almost like someone breaking into your house. You can’t help but feel violated. When they found the body and all hopes were dashed, there was anger. Everyone wanted to catch the person responsible.” The community searched for six days until they found Krista’s body. They initially believed that Krista would be returned, and her family would be asked to pay a large ransom, unfortunately this was not the case. No one wanted to believe the terrible things that would happen to Krista, they hoped that a ransom would be the only harm. Krista’s body was found six days after her abduction, decomposing in a pile of weeds. There was a bag wrapped around the lower half of Krista’s body, it had distinct patterns and thickness’s that were formed during the plastic’s manufacturing process. Investigators used this wrap to try and help them narrow down their search for the killer. The bag was able to be traced back to a factory in Pioneer Ohio, as a bag used for packing car seats. These bags were being used by the store, Sears and were only available for a short sale online (meaning they had to be mailed to anyone who purchased a car seat). After clawing through Sears’s sales records, they found that there were twenty-three people in Ohio that bought this type of car seat. The problem with this finding was that none of the people who bought the car seat had a van that matched the one that was seen abducting Krista Harrison. 

When they found Krista’s body not only was she found with plastic wrap, but there was a towel laying near the scene. Police were able to uncover numerous amounts of orange colored polyester fibers. When these fibers were looked at under a microscope they were determined to be from a type of carpet. The same fibers were found on a young girl, Tina Harmon, a girl that was raped and murdered eight months earlier. Tina Harmon’s murderer was already convicted, but investigators began to think that both girls were victims of the same person. Each girl was raped, strangled, and killed in the same county. Both girls were killed in the same manor and they were linked with the same fibers. Krista’s autopsy report stated that she had been sexually assaulted with the thrusting of a rigid object against the inside of her vagina and then strangled to death right after. 

Tina Harmon was abducted, murdered, and raped, on October 29, 1981 at the young age of 12. Tina was a resident of Creston, a town north of Wooster in Wayne County Ohio. She was a 6th grader and she attended Sterling Elementary school in the year 1981. Tina loved country music and smoking, specifically Camel lights. She was not a rebellious child, she frequented local places, but she was not known for getting into trouble or taking off. On October 29, 1981 Tina got a ride to the Lawsons from her father’s girlfriend. She was dropped off at Lawson’s convenience store with a group of friends, and they went inside. Tina’s friend said that Tina bought a fudgsicle and she went outside to eat it, her friends last saw her sitting in front of the convenience store eating her ice-cream. There was a search for Tina when her friends and family realized she was gone, and she didn’t appear to be coming back. Five days later her body was found by a man named Herb Sefert, he was traveling down a road in Bethlehem Township, where he found her body. This was approximately 40 miles from the place of abduction. Tina was found raped and strangled, her clothes were still intact, and investigators found dog hair and orange carpet fibers all over her lifeless body. 

Tina’s body was found in Stark County, but her murder investigation was a case for Wayne County, because she was murdered before being left on a road in Bethlehem. Wayne County Prosecution were quick to blame her murder on two local misfits, Ernie Holbrook and Herman Rucker. An eyewitness claimed that she saw Tina running away from Ernie and Herman’s car the same day her body was found. The most puzzling part of Tina’s case was the fact that the hard evidence from Tina’s body didn’t match up to the men accused of her murder. The dog hair and the orange carpet fibers couldn’t be linked with either Herman Rucker or Ernie Holbrook. Since there was an eye witness both men were still convicted in 1982. It wasn’t until after their conviction that Krista’s almost identical murder happened, with the same fibers and dog hair. When the fibers were found on Krista’s body both men were released from custody, as investigators believed that the two girls had the same murderer. Tina’s rape and murder case was reopened years later and the evidence in her case was supposed to be sent of the Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation for DNA testing. Police stated that they believe her death was related to Robert Buell, but they wanted to definitely link Buell to the killing. In December, Martin Frantz told Tina Harmon’s father Randy Harmon that, “Buell was believed to be to be Tina Harmon’s killer and the case was considered closed. He apologized to the family on behalf of his predecessors for not providing more details about the case.” 

When Krista Harris’s body was found investigators and her parents put out a 10,000-dollar reward for anyone who had information on Krista’s abductor. The information needed to be both credible and would have to show composite sketches of the perpetrator. The mystery of Krista Harrison and Tina Harmon went on for another two years before an arrest was made in the case. It was one morning in 1983, that the case was opened again, a naked 28-year-old woman stood in front of the door of a Doylestown couples house. The woman was naked, her head was shaved, and she had a handcuff dangling from her wrist. This woman claimed that she was abducted from a local gas station and she was being held captive in the house next door. In later interviews the woman told investigators she was degraded and chained to a bench to sit and wait for her assailant to come back, when he left for work. The house that the woman was taken to was identified as Bob Buell’s house. Bob Buell worked for the city of Akron as a Planning Department Worker and was a seemingly normal guy. 

The woman that had escaped from Robert Buell’s home was a manager at an Ohio gas station in Damascus. Buell shaved her head and then continuously shocked her with a severed electrical cord. She was beaten, raped, and bound to Buell’s bed where she was able to escape after twelve hours of pure torture. As investigators combed his property they found orange carpet fibers in his van. The carpet fibers were the same color as the ones found on Krista’s body. His van was the same color as the van that a boy claimed to see on the day of Krista’s abduction in 1982, but with different shaped windows. It was later revealed that Robert Buell had his windows replaced so his car would look inconspicuous to anyone who knew him. Buell did not want to be matched with the disappearance of Krista Harrison. The fibers that were on Krista Harrison’s body were a match to the carpet in the van. When police went back through Sears’ records they found that Buell had purchased a similar car seat that was contained in a plastic bag. The same bag that was used to conceal part of Krista Harrison’s body. The paint that was found in his garage was also a match to the pair of paint stained jeans that were found at Krista’s dump site. 

As Police were combing through Robert Buell’s things they found a dead dog buried in the backyard. Investigators took DNA samples and hair from the dog to test it against the dog hairs found on Tina Harmon. These hairs matched, but Robert Buell was already on trial for the murder of Krista at this point. Buell was charged with the rape and abduction of the woman who worked at the gas station, he pleaded No Contest to the charges of rape and abduction. He denied any involvement with Krista Harrison’s murder. Buell was indicted in November of 1983 when he received a trial by jury. In April, Buell was found guilty of aggravated murder and he was specifically charged as the principal offender and kidnapper of Krista Lea Harrison. The trial court and the jury agreed to a death sentence, that Buell continuously fought.  This led to execution by lethal injection in the year 2002. It wasn’t until DNA testing was more involved that investigators could accurately compare the DNA from Tina Harmon to Robert Buell, it matched. This was another indicator that inspectors were correct in assuming that Buell was involved in both murders. Police were confident that Buell was the main subject in both Tina and Krista’s murders.  

Buell wanted to tell the world that he was innocent in the murder of Krista Lea Harrison. Buell stated, “I can prove with the prosecutor’s own evidence, some of which was concealed from the defense, that I did not kill Krista Harrison.” Buell wanted to prove his innocence, so he didn’t have to face the death penalty. The facts pointed to Buell and the physical evidence against Robert Buell was incredibly strong. Six days before Krista was abducted Buell went to sears to pick-up custom-made van seats for the van that was seen abducting Krista. The packaging that was used in making the seats was found wrapped around Krista’s dead body. He had the exact type of van that was described by the witness who saw Krista disappear. Buell’s neighbor testified in court about his freshly changed windows, he claimed that Buell replaced his windows with square shaped frames a day or two after Krista disappeared. Not only was the physical evidence compelling to the jury, Buell was also a former drug user and drinker. He stated that “I never denied it (Buell said about the rape of the 28-year-old woman) I don’t remember them.” The only reason Buell was not tried for the two other victims that police tied to him was because the time limit had expired on introducing new statements to the court. 

Robert Buell did not die quietly, and his sentence was prolonged over numerous years. Buell tried to appeal the court’s decision by appealing to the Ohio Court of Appeals and the Ohio Supreme Court. Each of these appeals were unsuccessful, and they were later denied by the court. Robert Buell claimed he was innocent and according to his lawyer Buell said, “he was at work when Krista was abducted and that a serial rapist remains on the loose” He was insistent on proving his innocence. When he was in court he highlighted documents and claimed, “I get a little intense when talking about my case. It upsets, nah, it pisses me off that the prosecutor, knowing full well that I did not commit this murder, would take me to trial. A greater sin is, in doing so, he left a killer on the streets to kill again and maybe again and again.” Buell was extremely intense during his trial and angered by the accusation of murder. Buell claimed the evidence didn’t match up. He said that there were several witnesses that offered different descriptions of his van and according to Buell, “holding up his burgundy eyeglass case. A 10-year-old kid doesn’t know what burgundy is.” He also stated that the police purposely withheld witnesses in his case. Buell said there was no DNA evidence that linked him to the case, it was all circumstantial. He tried to link other murders together, to make it look like another man was guilty. Buell claimed, “The disappearances and murders of young girls in Bay Village, Kettering, Steubenville, and Western Pennsylvania- after he was imprisoned- are similar to the Harmon and Harrison and Smith cases. These murders are all connected.” In 1992 the court could only make decisions based on the testimony in the court room and appeals were based on what happened during the trial. Some people felt that investigators did not put enough effort into looking into Robert Buell’s nephew Ross Buell (partially because of his interest in capturing women and refusing to give police his finger prints). During the grand Jury testimony Ross was called to the stand and he stated that “he and Buell would cruise the area in his van, discussing scenarios in which they captured woman and sexually abused them.”

In October of 1987 Buell filed for a post-conviction petition, to change his sentence in the Ohio Court, which was denied like his other appeals. After being denied by the Ohio Court his petition was denied by the Ohio Supreme Court. In 1992 Buell filed another petition in federal district court. The habeaus appeal was granted to let the Ohio Court of Appeals to reconsider Robert Buell’s Application for Delayed Reconsideration. Buell claimed that his counsel was ineffective, and his counsel’s ineffectiveness should be reconsidered. The Ohio Court denied this appeal and the Ohio Supreme Court denied the appeal as well. Buell’s last petition was filed in April of 1996, this was a second habeas petition in federal district court, and it was denied once again. This was a last-minute decision, as Buell was on his way to dying when the decision was made. 

On January 25, 1996 at 12:18 Robert Buell was scheduled for death by electrocution. The United States Supreme court issued an 11-hour decision that allowed a stay for two days. The United States Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that Buell was allowed to start his final round of appeals. At his last appeal Assistant Attorney General Jon W. Oebker said, “While Krista Lea had 11 years of life, Buell has had 18 years of due process” Krista Harrison would have been 31 when Buell was put to death in 2002. The evidence against Buell was too strong. A retired FBI agent who worked missing child’s cases and Krista Harrison’s death was on record as saying “He dismissed Buell’s claim about fly larvae, saying high temperatures could have led to their earlier presence. There was a lot of circumstantial evidence that is kind of hard to refute...I never had any reservations whatsoever that law enforcement was looking at the wrong place. Maybe he (Buell) doesn’t want to be labeled as a killer. It’s bad enough being labeled as a rapist” Outside of the courthouse protesters would stand outside with pickets that held printed photos of the four different men that had been executed since 1999. There were also posters to the side that held up pictures of Krista Harrison’s dead body with a rose attached. One of the protestors, Kathy Soltis, a member of Cleveland Coalition Against the Death Penalty claims. “Buell is less of a sympathetic figure because the victim was a child and Buell is not mentally ill.” 

There was a time in hearings where Gerald Harrison made a statement about his daughter’s death. “July 17, 1982 was the day Krista was taken from our lives but not our memories. For 20 years we have been haunted by thoughts of how horrific her death was. We have been advised not to read her autopsy report.” Buell was finally executed by lethal injection on September 24, 2002 after decades of failed federal appeals and cries of innocence. Before he was executed his last meal consisted of one single black unpitted olive, and he listened to classical during the hours leading to his execution. Other inmates in other states have noted that they ate unpitted olives so that an olive tree would grow through their graves, and it would show a sign of peace. According to Buell’s defense attorney, “his defense team has been furiously trying to get the state and court to re-examine the validity of the evidence. Despite their attempts state and federal courts turned down last-minute appeals” Robert Buell was the 52nd murderer that was executed in the United States since the year 2002.

Minutes before his death Buell criticized the Governor and instructed his spiritual advisor to give reporters a message. According to his advisor he said, “Jerry and Shirley, I didn’t kill your daughter. The prosecutor knows that and so do (name inaudible) and (name inaudible), and they left the real killer out there on the street to kill again and again and again. So that some good may come of this, I ask you continue to pursue this to the end. Don’t let the prosecutor continue to spin this out of focus and force them to find out who really killed your daughter. That’s all I have to say.” Prison officials and his spiritual advisor were not able to make out the names that that he said before he died, and they suspect that he did this on purpose. He also made a statement aloud before getting on the table, “I invited the governor to be here today, and Mrs. Taft too. He obviously didn’t come. Governor, if you can’t bring your wife to your workplace, you are obviously ashamed of what you do. If you are ashamed at what you do, you shouldn’t be doing it.” His actual last words before the doctor attached intravenous tubes to each of his arms were, “Has the process started yet” and the doctor replied, “yes”. Buell took a deep breath and he proceeded to close his eyes while his body was being pumped with saline, while drugs were entering his body putting him to sleep and then paralyzing all of his respiratory functions.

Robert Buell’s family refused to claim Buell’s body and they did not attend the execution. Krista’s father and her two brothers attended Robert Buell’s death and they held hands as they watched his life fade away. The only other people in the room as Buell was put to death were Buell’s attorney Patricia Millhoff and his Pastor (spiritual advisor) Ernie Sanders. Harrisons family stated “The day our daughter and sister Krista was taken from us and the weeks that followed, we thought we would not survive. We have stayed pretty private the last 18 years waiting for justice to be done. Today is the day that happened. We came quietly, and we will leave quietly” Krista Harrison’s family were not the only people to make a statement that day. Buell’s last victim waited outside as his death was occurring. She stated “As a victim, I will sustain the horror for the rest of my life, just as the Harrison family will have to do. Death is my choice for all murderers, sexual predators, child molesters, kidnappers, sexual assaulters and rapists. Today I celebrate for Krista. She was truly the angel that protected me and helped me escape.”

Buell’s official time of death was 10:30 am, September 24, 2002 and before his death he told prison guards he expected the state to pick up the burial cost. The room where Buell was executed was colored with cinder block walls and beige tiles on the floor. The room was lit dimly, and there was a table where Buell was laid on. He did not struggle when he was restrained to the table. Buell had restraints on his ankles, knees, chest and arms. When he was on the table he clenched his fist and they remained that way through the execution. The state would have paid around fifty dollars for a prison made suit and around two-hundred dollars for a prison made wooden casket, and his body would be buried in the state prison cemetery in Chillicothe. Ohio General Betty Montgomery issued a statement after Buell’s death “There are so many good and thoughtful people on both sides of the death penalty debate. More than 20 years ago, Ohio’s policy makers determined that the death penalty was the appropriate punishment for the very few crimes and criminals that rank among its most vicious and heinous. This was one of those crimes. My thoughts and prayers go out today to Gerald and Shirley Harrison, and are also with the Buell family.” 

In Ohio, Robert Buell was the fifth inmate to get capital punishment in the span of three years. The attorney general on the case concluded “Robert Buell can no longer sadistically prey on another young child or a defenseless adult.” This was the day that Krista Harrison’s community and family finally found peace. The day of Buell’s death put over a decade’s worth of stress on Krista Harrison’s family to rest. The family felt that there was justifiable evidence that Robert Buell brutally murdered their daughter and they were going to remember her for the happy, eleven-year-old, sport playing girl, that she was. Krista’s plaque will always be seen by the people that pass by and remembered by the community that loved her so much. 
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