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Preface: The Spirits of Stolen Lives




This edition profiles and documents some of California’s most infamous abductions, assassinations and law enforcement related murders. More pointedly, in most of the chapters, you are transported to the actual killing site where the homicides occurred.




Updated editions are also important to keep the victims’ legacies fresh and significant to a society often numbed by the frequency of violence and sensationalist murders. The private trauma remains fresh to the immediate victim’s families, friends and diverse relationships. The ghosts of recollection are prevalent, searing and painful. They never recede.




For the innocent victims of homicides, their stilled voices are silenced, but their identities and legacies should never be forgotten.




My introduction into the consequences of murder began with the December 20, 1968 killings of David Faraday and Betty Lou Jensen by the Zodiac serial killer. The shocking executions were committed on an isolated stretch of Lake Herman Road near the city limits of my hometown, Vallejo, California. I was acquainted with Faraday through my involvement with Boy Scouts. My older sister knew both of the victims.




One cannot forget the trauma a random double homicide inflicts upon an intimate suburban community. Seven months later, the same killer attacked a couple in the parking lot of a local park all of us had frequented since childhood. One victim survived but the Zodiac’s death toll was mounting. He would be responsible for at least two additional deaths and another surviving victim. His evil became personal.




The cowardly murderer publicly taunted law enforcement authorities and the citizenry via the news media. He was never apprehended. Abruptly we realized that Vallejo had changed. Our illusions of invulnerability were permanently destroyed. The reputation of the city of Vallejo would continue its decline over time and acts of senseless violence would become more commonplace.




It is often difficult to feel empathy for perpetrators. Detachment remains difficult when so many have suffered. They are responsible for substantial loss and yet many offer no expression of remorse. The acknowledgement of the victims often pales in comparison with the exposure of the murderers. The California justice system rarely judges the guilty expediently. The death penalty is scarcely employed, mocking its role as a deterrent.




Some killings defy explanation and understanding. Some may not properly be defined as evil. Each is uniquely tragic. 




Within the context of examining each profile, many important issues are raised for discussion without necessarily culminating in resolution. These subjects include capital punishment, American racial perceptions, parental influences, child rearing, media reporting, public bias, juvenile sentencing, self-incrimination protections and the impartiality of our judicial system. Controversial options such as voluntary euthanasia for the condemned has been suggested when examining the hopeless backlog of death row and life-term convicts.




Capturing snapshots of fatality locations is never precise. Research is done via news accounts, historical images, yet much of the precise identification becomes speculative. Visual location often adds an important perspective to a profile narrative.




Crime scenes typically revert back into unremarkable landscape or unassuming buildings over the ensuing years and decades. Several have altered little since their moment of infamy. Many are passed daily by pedestrian and vehicular traffic unaware of a location’s unique significance. 




Makeshift on-site memorials often temporarily acknowledge the stain and the loss. Few remain permanently. Instead, layers of paint, building facade modifications and even address changes attempt to camouflage many crime scenes. The disguises are understandable. Those condemned to live amongst the lingering shadows of a tragedy sometimes become victims themselves in a sense. Society wishes to forget and move on. Murder is never tidy. Remembrance is inconvenient and uncomfortable for the living.




My hope is that these profiles and images will provide remembrance for the innocent who are no longer amongst us.
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The Kidnapping of Brooke Hart and Resulting Mob Justice

Harts Department Store (Razed): Southeastern corner of Market and Santa Clara Streets, San Jose

Western entrance railing to the former San Mateo Bridge (later renamed the Werder Fishing Pier)

Former Santa Clara County Courthouse and Jail: 161 North First Street, San Jose

St. James Park: North Second Street andEast St. James Street, San Jose


Localized public outrage and righteous indignation appear in diminishing exhibitions today due to global and instantaneous reporting. 


The transgressions committed in our own backyards appear to pale in exposure and significance with similar events occurring elsewhere. These events, though abstract and geographically distant, are magnified by the intensity of news and social media exposure. Atrocities may still shock and can provoke wrath. We may not physically participate in the outrage but often concur with appropriate revenge. 


On national and even international calamities, high-profile television commentators, social activists and political leaders seize these moments to espouse their specific bias, causes or indignation. Their fury often appears more opportunistic than genuine. Compare the intensity of this anger with local tragedies before global viewing.

 

San Jose in 1933 was a modest community of approximately 60,000 despite having the distinction of being California’s first state capital. The entirety of its county, Santa Clara, which encompasses the majority of contemporary Silicon Valley, boasted only 150,000 residents in the 1930 census. 


Today the population of San Jose hovers near one million, surpassing San Francisco as the state’s third largest urban center. Aside from the change and challenges growth necessitates, citizen involvement has become more neighborhood oriented and with the commuting sector, nearly nonexistent.


In 1933, San Jose’s major shopping source, Hart’s Department Store was located on the southeastern corner of Market and Santa Clara Streets downtown. Giant department stores in the 1930s (until the 1960s) were the shopping and social Mecca before urban decentralization and multi-store shopping malls. The Hart family was well respected locally and wealthy but not considered pretentious. They represented examples to be emulated back when role models still mattered.


Patriarch Leopold Hart had established a dry cleaning operation in San Jose originally in 1866. The family operations expanded and thrived under his son Alex J. Hart, Sr. who founded the flagship store in 1902. His eldest 22-year-old son Brooke was being groomed to replace him. He was employed at the store as an Assistant Department Manager. 


Brooke Hart had distinguished himself with his studies at Bellarmine College Preparatory and by earning a degree from Santa Clara University. He effortlessly assumed the role of Golden Boy and was the town’s most eligible and desirable bachelor. His wavy blond hair, blue eyes and handsome appearance were coupled by an engaging personality. He personified the qualities most parents would envy in their children.


He was a trusted and responsible individual serving as the designated chauffeur for his father who had never learned to drive. His 1933 green Studebaker roadster was renowned as one of only two models navigating San Jose roads. It was difficult to imagine anything but success and prosperity for his future.


Then fate intervened. Local kidnappers abducted him.


In 1933, the United States was mired in the Great Depression. The country limped forward in economic agony, shouldering the burden of overwhelming economic stress, unemployment and disillusionment. The accumulating malaise remained pent-up and ready for expression. San Jose would manifest an eruption of this frustration.


Charles Lindbergh, Jr., the year and a half old son of the famed aviator had been abducted on the evening of March 1, 1932. Two months later, his body was discovered with a crushed skull. The nation’s eyes were riveted in horror at the unfolding search, arrest, trial and execution of the convicted kidnapper, Bruno Hauptmann. Was he guilty based on the slim circumstantial evidence? Or did the actual kidnapper, a rumored acquaintance, set him up for the crime? 


He maintained his innocence until his execution. Trial procedures and evidence became questionable once the verdict was announced. Some suggest that Hauptmann’s German ancestry made him an ideal candidate for conviction based on the tide of popular opinion following World War I. Hauptman’s widow fought vehemently but unsuccessfully for nearly sixty years to re-open the case until her death in 1994.


Brooke Hart was not a helpless infant. His popularity, kidnapping and brutal death equally stirred local passions and a response to excess. Newspaper and radio reports blatantly convicted two individuals for the crime without the benefit of a public trial. The media’s utter bias towards their guilt and demands for immediate retribution incited a brazen public act that seems incredulous today...a public lynching. 


Lynchings were not foreign to the California system of justice. They were employed throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century as frontier justice. By the 1930s, they tended to be regarded as barbaric public expressions of revenge.


A significant number of San Jose residents ignored the shifting interpretation. The public hanging was a popularly supported display.


It is arguable that the culprits did or didn’t deserve their swift justice. If found guilty, their actions would have likely merited the death penalty. But the most obvious lingering question was whether they were indeed guilty. Both perpetrators, John Maurice Holmes and Harold Thurman were judged based on conflicting evidence and potentially forced confessions.


The Constitutional sixth amendment, which in all criminal prosecutions guarantees the right of a speedy and public trial, was discarded. Vigilantes replaced the role of a jury.


Newspapers and radio from the outset explicitly documented the gruesome events behind Brooke Hart’s kidnapping. Nearing 5 p.m. on November 9th, Brooke was exiting a parking garage behind his father’s store with the intent of driving him to a planned civic event. 


According to media reports, two men appearing armed approached him as he slowed his car. He was forced to drive to another location where the kidnappers switched vehicles. The threesome then drove to the western entrance of the San Mateo Bridge. 


In 1933, the bridge was a privately owned tollway and the longest in the world. The original span was principally a two-lane causeway trestle. The bridge was neither profitable nor well traveled. Traffic did not exceed 2,000 cars per day until 1947. A modern publicly financed replacement opened in 1967 to accommodate increased traffic. A section of the original western approach remains beside the replacement bridge. It was renamed the Werder Fishing Pier in 1968. 


Later during the evening of the abduction, Hart was reportedly bound with baling wire that was attached to concrete blocks. He was repeatedly bashed over the skull with these same blocks and dumped over the railing into the frigid Bay waters. Neither the violent beating nor cold initially submerged him.


Instead he flayed violently and screamed for assistance. The kidnappers had neglected to account for the low tide conditions. As Hart flailed and refused to sink beneath the surface, they began repeatedly shooting at him until he was silenced.


One may assume the combination of the bullet wounds, hyperventilation and beating trauma ultimately lapsed him into unconsciousness and drowning. The autopsy however indicated that no bullets had penetrated Hart’s body.


Was the media chronological account accurate or fanciful speculation?


Upon the assumption of their victim’s apparent death, one kidnapper drove to San Francisco that evening to telephone the Hart family twice with exorbitant ransom demands. Another account had the telephone calls originating from downtown San Jose pay phones located within one half mile of each other. 


Ransom letters were reported to have been simultaneously mailed with postmarks from both Sacramento and Los Angeles. The deception was to confuse the police. 


Police were stationed at the Hart’s residence and their phones were tapped. Following the kidnapper’s original calls on the evening of the abduction, renewed contact with the family followed five days later.


The abductor’s capture followed an odd and almost incredulous storyline. Harold Thurmond was caught making a ransom demand from a San Jose hotel and parking garage pay phone. The phone in question was located a mere 150 feet from the San Jose Police headquarters. Could a kidnapper potentially be this incompetent and stupid? Or was the account an invented narrative?


Thurmond fingered John Holmes as his co-conspirator. In the course of separate interrogations, each provided conflicting details regarding Hart’s kidnapping, the vehicle transfer and clumsy killing. Both signed written confessions implicating the other as the principle culprit. The confessions may have been valid but the operating procedures employed by investigators were suspect.


Upon the pair’s capture and confession, the family was notified of their son’s official death. His body still eluded police. The waters around the bridge were dragged without success for twelve days. San Jose residents waited impatiently. The confessed kidnappers were temporarily relocated from downtown San Jose to San Francisco’s Potrero Hill police station. Authorities feared trouble with the mounting public anger and hysteria over the case. Their suspicions proved prophetic. 


Two duck hunters discovered Brooke Hart’s partially dressed and decomposed body on November 26th, just south of
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