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T

he dentist would later say that he didn’t remember any of it. He didn’t remember shooting the hermit Dennis Russell and the gruesome things they said he did to the man’s corpse. He didn’t remember the accident that sent his big red roadster down a ravine into Muddy Creek. He didn’t remember fleeing to Canada and leaving his wife and three children to fend for themselves against his debt. He didn’t remember being arrested by the Royal Mounted Police nor the inexplicable things he did to lead them to that Calgary farm where he worked plowing fields. 

He said it the day he came back to the United States handcuffed to a deputy sheriff and he said it the day he died: “I don’t remember.”

Albeit he was on trial for his life at the time, but in between those two events the dentist said under oath that the last thing he remembered prior to Russell’s death was a social visit with his family to the cabin homestead of Millard Meredith, his nephew by marriage, three days before the ghastly murder.

“It was the Sunday after the Fourth of July,” he said, July 10, 1921. “As we got out of the automobile at the foot of the hill leading up to the [cabin], Bobby, the [four-year-old] baby, opened a box of BB shot for his air gun and spilled the shot on the ground. The other boys helped me pick up the tiny shot from the dusty road and we continued our journey. Bobby spilled the shot again on the road in the hot sun. In helping him I got exasperated and hot, so I sat down on a log in the shade, while the boys went on ahead. I had been suffering all morning with a terrific headache. Soon I heard Bobby crying. His brothers had left him when he had spilled the BBs a third time. I helped him pick them up. I was completely exhausted when we got to the cabin, so I lay down on a couch.

“That is all I remember of that day,” the dentist told his jury.

“The next point I remember I awoke on a train,” he said. “I was shackled to Percy Webb, the deputy sheriff. My movements evidently disturbed him, for he awoke and said: ‘Do you know who I am this morning?’

“I said, ‘Yes, you are Percy Webb.’” 

And that was the end of that particular memory lapse. 

Some of his neighbors in Roseburg, Oregon, believed him, or at least stuck by him through his ordeal, the part of town that included his family and the people in his affluent social circle, especially those who lived on the Melrose part of Douglas County, north of town. The dentist’s wife, the former Merle Beresford, would stick by her husband. His lawyers never really said they believed him, only that they found his behavior “puzzling” in the days leading up to the dentist’s trial, and they did their job as best they could, formulating theories with the story they had.

But most of Douglas County, especially the Dillard part south of Roseburg on the road to Myrtle Creek, didn’t for one minute believe his ridiculous claim after what he did to the poor man. People referred to Dennis Russell, the victim, 44, as a hermit because he was a life-long bachelor who lived alone with a pack of dogs in a ramshackle frame house that he built himself with second-hand materials. He kept sheep and was well-known around Douglas County as the go-to man for odd jobs, especially the tough stuff like dynamiting tree stumps or shoveling something heavy. Everybody liked him, and he was always eager to help anyone out and not charge that much for it, if anything.

The police certainly never believed the dentist’s story nor fell for his antics. They treated him well because of his social status, but clamped down on him when they needed and spoke the truth plainly. The cynical press never believed him, but reported on it daily from the time the flaming wreckage was found until the dentist breathed his last. And even though he and the dentist were Elks brothers, the county attorney who prosecuted the case never believed him when he said that during the month-long memory black-out he had been wandering Canada while hundreds of police and law enforcement officials searched up and down the Pacific coast in one of the biggest, most confounding and ultimately misguided manhunts on record.

But Dr. Richard Melvin Brumfield, the fugitive dentist, hoped that a jury would believe him and show him some mercy.

E

ven his supporters would say that the dentist was acting peculiarly for several months before the accident. He became sullen on occasion, distracted, frustrated, his temper quick to flare. Back in May, he was giving a young schoolteacher who boarded next door a ride in his big red Elgin Six Roadster, a Chicago-made car that Brumfield loved and always drove very fast along the rural Oregon roads. In her exuberance, she reached over and tooted the horn and waved at some neighbors. She was surprised when he screamed and cursed at her, absolutely ruining the ride. At other times, some patients reported, the normally refined and polite dentist would whistle and sing during their sessions with uncharacteristic familiarity. But then on Tuesday morning, July 12, he complained to a patient, “I’m all in and can’t stand it any longer. I have been bearing burdens enough for four of me. It’s just plain hell.” She was shocked at both his demeanor and his language. 

A week or so before the death of Dennis Russell, J.P. Tooley, Oregon Labor Commissioner, was in town on business and needed dental work. “I did not know Dr. Brumfield personally, but saw his sign and went into his office to have him fix an ulcerated tooth,” Tooley said. “When I entered the office, he was standing beside his dental chair staring at a space of blank wall. I asked him twice if he was the doctor, and received no answer. Then I repeated my question in a loud voice. Dr. Brumfield jumped, ran behind the dental chair and crouched there, gazing at me with wild eyes. I saw this was no place for me and left the room hurriedly. The doctor looked to me like a man who had been drinking moonshine.”

For 12 years, the people in Roseburg had known him as a cultured, even-tempered, polite, modest fellow, who never behaved in such extremes. After graduating from a Chicago dental college, following in his older brother’s footsteps, Dr. Brumfield was 26 years old when he and his 19-year-old bride, the former Merle Beresford, both Indiana natives, moved to Roseburg, a small but growing timber community of 4,500 in southern Oregon in need of a dentist. “Doc” Brumfield not only established a thriving practice as the most popular dentist in town, but he and his lovely wife became fixtures in Roseburg society as they raised their three sons. He was a member of the Elks Lodge and founding president of the Local Music Club. One article called him “a worshipper at the shrine of culture, a passionate devotee of music, painting and literature.” He had been a high school principal in Owensville, Indiana, while he studied dentistry and was broadly educated. He spoke fluent German and Spanish and knew all about art and music. People of Roseburg seemed in awe of the tall, handsome dentist.

“It was not as though Brumfield had been merely a citizen of good reputation,” said a Roseburg society fellow after the trouble started. “He was more than that. He was the sort of man that other men’s wives held up to their husbands as an example of what they ought to be. Brumfield didn’t drink—never took a drink before or after Prohibition, as far as anyone knew. He smoked, but only once in a while. He never stayed out all night playing poker. He didn’t play poker. He didn’t swear... He was what you might call the high priest of culture in the town.” 

Because there weren’t many men in town with whom he could discuss the finer points of art and music, he associated a lot with the women, but there was never the slightest hint of a scandal even though he was “a striking good-looking fellow with piercing black eyes and jet black hair.”

After twelve years in Roseburg, when his troubles started, he was well-established financially, too, or so it seemed, the owner of several rental properties and living on a large farm outside of town—and was indeed of late more devoted to the farming and other interests than to the dentistry. 

From the time he was in college and borrowed money for dental school, Brumfield was meticulous about insuring everything that was insurable, even the life of Ivan Calhoun, whom the doctor was sponsoring through dental school and who was working on the ranch for the summer to pay him back, by taking out a $1,000 policy to cover his investment in the young man’s future.

On July 13, the day of the murder, Brumfield owed three Roseburg banks $7,500 and another $500 to a bank in Indiana. His farm in Melrose was mortgaged to the hilt, $8,000 deep in three different loans. He had an inherited share of a $12,000 farm in Indiana, but that was collateral on $5,500 in six different notes from family and other, plus a $3,000 mortgage. Including money owed on dental equipment and expenses from recent illnesses in the family, Dr. Brumfield was in debt to the tune of about $26,500, perhaps not coincidentally close to the amount he was insured for, but would leave nothing left for the future of his family. The debt amounted to more than five times the dentist’s $5,000 yearly earnings. It would come out that he had been withdrawing hundreds of dollars at a time, beginning May 3, and instead of depositing patient checks, he would cash them. On Monday, July 11, the day after his memory loss, Brumfield withdrew a total of $1,000 from two different banks. Officials estimated that he might have accumulated as much as $7,000 or $8,000 in currency while leaving his bank accounts nearly empty. Although these details would not come out until the investigation and trial, it was known among his circle that he was in financial difficulty. So when his behavior turned erratic, people presumed it was money trouble.

B

rumfield said he didn’t remember going to Burchard’s store on the town square, where he always went to buy clothes for his wife, the day before and the day of the gruesome event. He told Francis Burchard he was looking to purchase an anniversary gift for his wife. On Tuesday, July 12, he picked out a pale pink satin skirt, but Mrs. Burchard told him that it was too small for Mrs. Brumfield, so he left it and did not purchase anything, saying he’d come back later. 

Around 10 o’clock on the morning of the 13th, a dark, petite young woman dressed in a blue tailored suit and a small hat came into the store. Mrs. Burchard did not know her. She picked out some lingerie and was browsing through a display of skirts when Doc Brumfield walked in and asked Mrs. Burchard for
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