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For John Meils







INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 2021, the satiric news website The Onion ran a piece titled “The Most Infamous Crimes in Every State.”

“On January 18, 1982, the unsuccessful hijacking of a syrup truck left 2 dead and 16 sticky,” read the entry for Vermont. For Alaska: “In 1989, serial killer Ernest Underwood attempted a murdering spree, driving over two hundred miles without encountering a single victim.” And—in the cheerfully tasteless fashion typical of America’s self-described “Finest News Source”—Ohio’s read: “On one hand, the Kent State Massacre was one of the worst acts committed by the US against its own citizens, but on the plus side, it did inspire a pretty great song by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young.”

These parodies were meant, of course, to do nothing more than provoke a few chuckles. For a student of American crime like me, however, they raised an interesting question: Is there such a thing as a crime that reflects the typical (or stereotypical) traits associated with the state where it took place? Certain crimes do in fact seem so inextricably linked to their locales that it’s impossible to imagine them happening anywhere else. Only the sex-and-drug-fueled, drop-out culture of hippie-era Southern California—with its occult dabblings and nothing-is-forbidden philosophy—could have produced the Manson murders. As both Terrence Malick and Bruce Springsteen have recognized, the barren landscape of Nebraska was not just the historical setting for the 1950s killing spree of the young outlaw-lovers Charlie Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate, but the outward projection of their harsh, empty lives. And in his brilliant evocation of the remote, tightly knit world of Holcomb, Kansas—site of the Clutter family massacre—Truman Capote explores the complex relationship between the environment and the tragedy that transpired there.

These crimes are among the most notorious in US history. There’s no particular geographical significance, however, to most of the murders committed every day. Apart from the identities of the principals—news accounts of young women slain by violent ex-boyfriends, to offer just one all-too-common example—are more or less the same everywhere in the country. Even when a crime is unique enough to shock, it rarely says much, if anything, about its locale. In June 1948, for instance, fourteen-year-old Roy Adams of Chicago suffocated an eight-year-old girl after getting into an argument with her over a comic book. The tragedy was treated in the press not as symptomatic of Windy City lawlessness, but as a case study in the nefarious influence of comics on unstable young minds, a hot-button issue at the time. Horrific as it was, moreover, the case of the “Comic Book Slayer” (as the tabloids dubbed Adams) quickly faded into utter obscurity, marking a prime example of what the British call “fish-and-chip news”: front-page sensation one day, discarded lunch wrapper the next.

On the other hand, for various reasons, certain crimes become an integral part of regional lore. Unlike, say, the Lizzie Borden axe slayings or the kidnap-murder of the Lindbergh baby, they have not entered into the national mythology. Though unknown to the wider public, they do occupy a prominent place in the criminal annals of their states. The 1840 murder of New Jersey banker Abraham Suydam that inspired Edgar Allan Poe’s horror classic “The Tell-Tale Heart.” The 1912 “Villisca Axe Murders” that claimed the lives of eight victims, including all six members of a single family, in a small town in Iowa. The “Inwood Park Horror” of 1937, when the mutilated corpse of a twenty-eight-year-old woman was found in a Cincinnati dance hall. The brutal 1953 abduction-murder of six-year-old Bobby Greenlease Jr., son of a multimillionaire car dealer, in Kansas City, Missouri.

For the most part, cases like these form the subject of this book. When I do deal with killers who have become notorious household names, I focus on their lesser-known homicides (e.g., Andrew Cunanan’s slaying not of Gianni Versace in Miami, but of two intimate friends in Minnesota). In a book about each state’s most infamous murders, readers may wonder why attention isn’t paid to, say, the Jeffrey Dahmer atrocities in Milwaukee or the “Son of Sam” serial shootings in New York. The reason is simply that these and others of equally sensational stature have been covered to death (so to speak) in books, movies, television documentaries, and podcasts. Rather than repeat the details of such overly familiar horrors, I have tried to excavate and bring to light several hundred lesser-known, darkly fascinating cases that, taken together, form a unique criminal history of the United States.
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THE ORIGINAL SIN CITY

Phenix City, Alabama • June 18, 1954

In the decades before Las Vegas claimed the title, Phenix City—the county seat of Russell County, Alabama—gained a well-earned reputation as the nation’s preeminent “Sin City.” One journalist described it as an “unending series of night clubs, honky-tonks, clip joints, B-girl bars, whorehouses, and gambling casinos.” Corruption was so deeply entrenched in the local government and police force that periodic campaigns by reformers invariably came to nothing.
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It wasn’t until the early 1950s that the Phenix City rackets came under threat from a formidable foe. His name was Albert Patterson. A onetime high school principal who, after switching careers to law, became a crusading politician, he ran for state attorney general in the spring of 1954, pledging to “purge Phenix City of corruption and stamp out organized crime wherever it exists.” Though elected by a narrow margin, he never got a chance to take office. On the evening of Friday, June 18, 1954, Patterson left his law office and headed for his car, parked in an alleyway around the corner. Before he could get behind the wheel, a man wielding a .38-caliber pistol stepped up to him and shot him three times, once directly in the mouth. Staggering out of the alley, he collapsed onto the sidewalk and was dead before an ambulance arrived.



[image: ]
Anti-vice crusader Albert Patterson



Responding to public outrage over the assassination, Governor Gordon Persons sent hundreds of National Guardsmen to Phenix City. Martial law was imposed and, within months, every gambling den and brothel had been raided and shut down, scores of arrests had been made, and the political machine had been dismantled. Within a year, the reformation of Phenix City would be so complete that it was honored with a coveted All-American City Award by the National Civic League.

On the testimony of various eyewitnesses, three men were indicted for the murder of Albert Patterson: a corrupt deputy sheriff named Albert Fuller, who reportedly “took in as much as six thousand dollars weekly from gambling and prostitution protection,” and two bitter political foes of the victim, Circuit Solicitor Arch Ferrell and Silas Garrett, attorney general at the time of the assassination. Only Fuller was convicted. Sentenced to life imprisonment, he was paroled after ten years. Ferrell was acquitted, but Garrett—consigned to a Texas mental hospital after suffering a nervous collapse—was never brought to trial.

A RECIDIVIST RUNS RAMPANT

Montgomery, Alabama October 1, 1960, and August 10, 1987

Fourteen-year-old Raymond Eugene Brown, a high schooler who played on the junior varsity football team, needed money for a new pair of cleats, so on the night of October 1, 1960, he snuck into the nearby home occupied by his great-grandmother, grandmother, and aunt. When the latter heard him rummaging through a bedroom dresser and went to investigate, he attacked her with a six-inch kitchen knife, stabbing and slashing her 123 times. He then butchered his grandmother and great-grandmother in their beds. Promptly arrested, he was sentenced to three life terms but, proving to be a model prisoner, was paroled after twelve years.



[image: ]
Raymond Eugene Brown’s attorneys petitioned the court to have him tried as a juvenile, but he was ruled fit to stand trial as an adult.



Brown was back behind bars a short time later after attempting to rape his landlady and strangling her nearly to death when she put up a fight. He won parole again in June 1986. The following year, on August 10, 1987, he murdered his live-in girlfriend, Linda LeMonte, cutting her open from throat to pelvis and mutilating her breasts, vagina, and rectum. He also raped and stabbed to death her ten-year-old daughter, Sheila Smoke, leaving the knife protruding from her navel. Arrested two days later, he was condemned to the electric chair but died in 2008, before the sentence could be carried out.

THE CODE BLUE JUNKIE

Birmingham, Alabama March 27, 1991

In hospital parlance, a “code blue” refers to an announcement that an adult patient is having a sudden cardiac or respiratory emergency that requires immediate intervention. On the afternoon of March 27, 1991, nurse Joseph Dewey Akin was spotted emerging from the room of quadriplegic Robert J. Price moments before the latter—whose heart rate had tested normal earlier in the day—went into coronary arrest. A code blue was immediately issued.

Among the team of doctors and nurses responding to the alert was Akin, who, as a fellow nurse later testified, always seemed weirdly “hyped up” by such crises. When a doctor called out for a shot of the adrenaline drug epinephrine to be administered to Price, Akin injected him instead with a fatal overdose of the anesthetic lidocaine—a tragic accident, so Akin claimed, committed in the heat of the moment. It soon came to light that whenever Akin was employed at a hospital, the rate of code blues rose alarmingly.

Some of his co-workers believed that he got a perverse thrill from such emergencies—so much so that he deliberately induced heart failure in patients so he could sprint to their rescue and seem like a hero. He got such a rush from these frantic efforts at resuscitation that they called him a “code blue junkie.” One woman came forward who had barely survived Akin’s ministrations. Suffering shortness of breath from an allergic reaction, she had gone to the emergency room, where she was prescribed a shot of antihistamine. Instead, Akin surreptitiously injected her with a near-fatal dose of adrenaline. Further investigation revealed that there had been at least seventeen suspicious deaths at Akin’s former workplaces. A search of his suburban home turned up vials of epinephrine that had been stolen from the hospital ICU.

Arrested for Price’s murder, he was tried in 1992. The jury took just over an hour to find him guilty. Five years later, the conviction was overturned on appeal. His second trial ended with a hung jury. To avoid a third trial, he pleaded guilty to manslaughter and was sentenced to fifteen years, minus time already served. Two days after the plea, he was set free.
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THE MAD TRAPPER

Nushagak District, Alaska • ca. 1919–1931

A figure out of Alaskan lore, the man known as Klu-tuk—a member of the Indigenous Yup’ik people, closely related to the Inuit—conducted a reign of terror during the early decades of the twentieth century that left as many as twenty people dead. A fur trapper who regarded the upper watersheds of Bristol Bay as his personal territory, he hunted down anyone, Indigenous or white, he viewed as an interloper, dispatching them with his .30-30 Winchester rifle. Such was the fear he inspired that mining companies were reluctant to operate in the area. Under pressure from corporate interests, the territorial government devoted years to hunting down the “Mad Trapper” (as he came to be known), but search parties were no match for Klu-tuk’s wilderness skills.



[image: ]
Klu-tuk, the “Mad Trapper” of Bristol Bay watersheds



In September 1927, he came close to being apprehended when two trappers, along with their guide, managed to take him captive. While two of the men hiked off to alert authorities, the third—a burly outdoorsman named Kelvig—remained behind in their tent to keep watch over their prisoner. When the pair returned to the tent hours later, they found Klu-tuk gone and Kelvig face down in a pool of blood, a bullet hole in his arm, and a fatal axe wound in the back of his head. Much to the relief of inhabitants of the region, Klu-tuk was found dead in his cabin, apparently of natural causes, in late August 1931. According to local superstition, his ghost still haunts the wild landscape he so jealously guarded in life.

HUNTING HUMANS

Knik River, Alaska • 1973–1983

Afflicted with a severe stutter in his childhood, a disabling shyness, and a case of acne so severe that he would later describe his adolescent face as “one big pimple,” Iowa-born Robert Hansen grew up feeling shunned by the world and especially by women, for whom he developed a profound lifelong hatred. He was twenty-one in 1960 when, with the help of a teenage accomplice, he burned down a school bus garage in revenge for the mockery he had suffered in high school. Convicted of arson, Hansen was sentenced to three years in prison and served twenty-three months before being granted parole.
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Relocating to Anchorage, Alaska, in 1967, he established himself as a successful entrepreneur and owner of a thriving bakery business. He also gained local renown as an expert hunter, bagging record-breaking game—caribou, grizzlies, mountain rams—with a rifle and bow and arrow. He was able to venture far into the wilderness with an airplane he purchased after collecting a $13,000 insurance payout for a household burglary that, as events would prove, he had staged himself. In 1971, Hansen was arrested a second time after forcing an eighteen-year-old girl into his car at gunpoint, binding her, driving her out of the city, and raping her. Hit with a five-year sentence, he was diagnosed as a “manic-depressive” by a court-ordered psychiatrist and, after demonstrating “sufficient improvement through therapy,” paroled after only six months.



[image: ]
Robert Hansen, hunter of humans



Five years later, he was arrested again, this time for stealing a chainsaw. Deemed potentially “dangerous during manic episodes,” he was treated with the mood stabilizer lithium and paroled after serving a fraction of his five-year sentence. None of these crimes, not even the assault on the adolescent girl, however, could compare to the enormities that would earn Hansen the name the “Butcher Baker.”

Beginning in 1973, when he was thirty-four years old, Hansen flew dozens of sex workers and topless dancers to his mountain retreat. Those who provided sex for free—“who came across with what I wanted,” as he later put it—were taken back to Anchorage unharmed. The ones who resisted or demanded payment met a terrible fate. After keeping them tied up in his cabin for several days of rape and torture, he would release them naked into the wilderness. Then, after giving them a head start, he would stalk them with his hunting rifle.

At least seventeen women, ranging in age from sixteen to forty-one, were slain in this hideously depraved “sport”—the real-life version of Richard Connell’s famous 1924 story, “The Most Dangerous Game.” The end came for Hansen in 1983, when one of his intended victims managed to break free as he was attempting to force her into his plane. The police picked Hansen up for questioning and quickly punctured his alibi. Before long they had found incriminating evidence in his possession, including the murder weapon and a map marked with the burial sites of his prey. Sentenced to 461 years in prison without the possibility of parole, he died in captivity in 2014 at the age of seventy-five.



[image: ]
Hansen’s aviation map, indicating where his victims were buried



MOUNTAIN MAN MURDERER

Manley Hot Springs, Alaska May 17, 1984

A native of suburban Chicago with a lengthy arrest record for various weapons violations, twenty-five-year-old Michael Silka was a wilderness buff from early adolescence. He made his way to Alaska in the early spring of 1984, renting a shack on the outskirts of Fairbanks where he planned to live out his mountain man fantasies. Not long after his arrival, a local named Roger Culp, upset over Silka’s erratic behavior, went to his shack to have a word with him and was never seen again. The following day, neighbors noticed a pool of blood behind the shack and notified the state troopers who, misunderstanding the call, believed that it was Silka who had gone missing. A pair of officers came to investigate but left after Silka stuck his head out the door and explained that the blood was from a freshly skinned moosehide.



[image: ]
The motive of Michael Silka’s spree killing is still unknown.



Nine days passed before new information about Culp’s disappearance reached law enforcement. After returning to the shack and determining that the blood was human, police suspected that Silka had killed Culp. By then, however, Silka was gone. Heading to Manley Hot Springs, a remote village with a population of seventy, he set up camp at a boat landing a few miles outside of town. Four days after his arrival, seven Manley residents, including a couple with a two-year-old son, visited the landing and vanished. So had Silka.

When authorities learned that the “Weirdo Drifter” (as townspeople had come to name him) was being sought for a murder in Fairbanks, police assumed—correctly, it turned out—that the missing people had been shot and dumped in the river. More than fifteen troopers in boats, two helicopters, and three small airplanes launched a search, eventually spotting the fugitive on a riverbank where he had beached his motorized getaway boat, stolen from one of his victims. As one of the choppers hovered overhead, Silka—who was rated an expert marksman during a stint in the army—opened fire with a rifle, killing a trooper before being shot to death himself by the man’s partner. As for the motive behind Silka’s rampage, none was ever established.



[image: A sign says ‘Welcome to Manley Hot Springs.’]



PORTRAIT OF A SERIAL KILLER: ISRAEL KEYES

Anchorage, Alaska February 1, 2012

On the night of February 1, 2012, eighteen-year-old barista Samantha Koenig disappeared from her workplace, a shack-like coffee stand across the road from a Home Depot parking lot. Security cameras revealed that she had been abducted by a large, muscular man, his features obscured by his hoodie, who had driven her away in a pickup truck.
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Three weeks later, her kidnapper left a ziplock bag tacked to a trailhead bulletin board. Inside were a ransom note and a picture of Koenig sprawled naked on a mattress, her mouth duct-taped, her eyes squeezed shut, but apparently alive. The note demanded $30,000 for her safe return, the money to be deposited in Koenig’s bank account. Monitoring the suspect’s movements through the ATM withdrawals he made using his victim’s bank card, lawmen finally tracked him to a small town in Texas where his rental car was spotted in a motel parking lot, and he was taken into custody. His name was Israel Keyes.

Raised in hardscrabble circumstances in a fanatically religious household, Keyes began manifesting the classic behavior of the budding serial killer—fire-starting, animal torture—as an adolescent. A student of serial murder who had read every book on the subject he could get his hands on, he identified closely with Ted Bundy and took perverse pride in the methodical way he had perpetrated his own atrocities. He admitted that he had taken Koenig to a shed behind his house, where he raped her twice and strangled her to death before leaving on a two-week family vacation. Upon his return, he had sex with her corpse, then wrote the ransom demand, and—after taping her mouth, sewing her eyelids shut, and applying makeup to her face to hide the evidence of her decomposition—took the photos to accompany the note. He then dismembered the body and disposed of the pieces in a frozen lake by cutting a hole through the ice.

Though Keyes confessed to only one other crime—the abduction-murder of a Vermont couple who had gone missing in June 2011—he hinted at more, possibly as many as eleven in various states, as well as a number of bank robberies. He died by suicide in his cell in December 2012, slitting his wrists with a razor he had somehow managed to acquire.
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MOBILE HOME INVASION

Navajo County, Arizona • December 1, 1953

Towing a four-room mobile home behind their pickup, the Allen family—twenty-seven-year-old machine tool repairman Raymond Allen, his twenty-three-year-old wife, Betty Faye, and their ten-month-old infant—were on their way from Pennsylvania to California when Raymond pulled off the highway for the night not far from Holbrook, New Mexico. The three were sound asleep at 10:00 p.m. when a pistol-wielding man entered their unlocked trailer and announced, “This is a holdup. Tell me where your money is and everything will be all right.”

Ordering the two adults onto their stomachs, he bound them by the ankles and wrists, their hands behind their backs, and shoved gags into their mouths. After dragging Raymond to the front of the trailer, he tore off Betty’s clothes and spent the next few hours raping her, beating her, and holding lit matches to her flesh and hair. Struggling frantically against his bonds while listening to his tortured wife’s screams, Raymond managed to free his legs and stagger out onto the highway, where he stopped a truck whose driver jumped out and cut his hands free.

Rushing to his pickup, Allen got the six-gun he carried in his glove compartment. Soon after, the stranger, having realized his captive was free, appeared at the trailer door. Allen fired six times. Hit in the stomach, the man managed to run about two hundred yards before dropping to the ground, gravely wounded but alive. Inside the trailer, Betty lay dead, strangled with a bedsheet. The baby was unharmed, though—from the state of the mattresses, which the killer had soaked in kerosene—it was clear that he had intended to murder all three of the Allens before setting the trailer on fire.
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Carl J. Folk in custody



Public outrage was inflamed when it turned out that the perpetrator—a fifty-five-year-old carnival concession operator named Carl J. Folk—had been convicted of raping a sixteen-year-old girl in July 1949. Sentenced to ten to fifteen years in prison, he was subsequently judged to be insane, sent to an asylum that November, and, after being deemed “completely recovered,” paroled in 1950.

At his trial for the torture-murder of Betty in February 1954, medical experts for the defense testified that the defendant was afflicted with general paresis—“syphilis of the brain,” as newspapers described it. The jury, however, agreed with the prosecution’s psychiatric witnesses who asserted that Folk—who burst into frequent sobs throughout the proceedings—was only feigning madness. He died in the gas chamber on March 4, 1955. His last words were, “I still think I’m not guilty.”

THE BEAUTY SCHOOL BARBARIAN

Mesa, Arizona November 12, 1966

In 1966, two of the most infamous mass murders in US history took place within a few weeks of each other: Richard Speck’s slaughter of eight student nurses in mid-July and Charles Whitman’s “Texas Tower Sniper” shootings on August 1. The crimes shocked and horrified the world. One person, however, had a different response. He yearned to achieve the same notoriety by emulating the killers. A sociopathic, eighteen-year-old high school senior named Robert Benjamin Smith began planning his massacre immediately after the Whitman and Speck atrocities made international headlines. He considered various sites, including a high school and bank, before settling on the Rose-Mar College of Beauty, a school for aspiring cosmetologists that was not far from his home.

During the week of November 7, 1966, Smith purchased two hunting knives and a box of ammunition for the .22-caliber six-gun his parents had gotten him for target shooting. Thinking it might be fun to tie up his victims and watch them slowly suffocate, he also bought two hundred feet of nylon cord and twenty-five plastic food-storage bags. Early Saturday morning, November 12, armed with his supplies, he walked a mile and a half to the beauty school. Hoping to “make a name for himself” by killing forty people, he was disappointed to find only seven inside: four teenaged beauticians in training and a twenty-seven-year-old customer, along with her two small children, a three-year-old girl and her infant sister.

Herding the woman and children into the back room, he had them lie face down in a circle like the spokes in a wheel, their heads in the center, their legs stretched behind them. When the plastic bags proved too small for their intended lethal purpose, he abandoned his plan to suffocate his captives and proceeded to shoot each in the head, killing three of the young trainees, the mother, and her three-year-old daughter. Playing dead, the other student survived, as did the three-month-old infant, who was wounded in the arm but saved when her dying mother rolled over and shielded the child with her body. 

Sentenced to death in October 1967, Smith was granted a new trial on appeal—a decision that so outraged the public that newspapers called for the impeachment of the judges who made the decision. By the time Smith was convicted again, the US Supreme Court had placed a moratorium on the death penalty, and he was sentenced to life without parole.
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Robert B. Smith, the first copycat mass shooter, escorted to his arraignment



THE NAMESAKE: ERNESTO MIRANDA

Phoenix, Arizona January 31, 1976

Born in Mesa, Arizona, to Mexican immigrants, Ernesto Miranda was in and out of trouble with the law from the time he hit adolescence. Between the ages of thirteen and twenty, he was arrested for crimes ranging from burglary and car theft to attempted rape and armed robbery. On March 3, 1963, then twenty-three years old, he waylaid an eighteen-year-old woman as she walked home at night from her job at a local movie theater, forced her into his car, took her out to the desert, and raped her before driving her back into the city and dropping her off.
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La Amapola, the Phoenix dive bar where Ernesto Miranda was killed



A week later, the woman’s brother-in-law spotted a car that matched the description of the rapist’s vehicle; after the license plate number was traced, Miranda was picked up and brought in for questioning. Following a two-hour interrogation—during which, according to Miranda, his questioners threatened “to throw the book” at him—he confessed and signed a written statement introduced as evidence during his trial that June.

Convicted of rape and kidnapping, Miranda was sentenced to twenty to thirty years in prison. In a series of appeals that went all the way to the US Supreme Court, lawyers for Miranda argued that, because their client was never informed of his constitutional rights to remain silent and have an attorney present during questioning, his signed statement was invalid and could not be used as evidence against him.

In a landmark decision, the court agreed with the argument, and the Miranda rule, designed to protect a suspect in police custody from self-incrimination, became the law of the land. Though Miranda was granted a new trial, he was convicted again. Paroled in 1972, he fell back into a life of petty crime and did another year behind bars after an arrest for possession of a gun. On the last night of January 1976, he was playing cards in a seedy Phoenix bar when he got into a fight over money with two Mexicans and was stabbed to death. Newspapers around the nation never failed to mention that when Miranda’s killer was caught, police promptly read him his Miranda rights.

NOT-SO-HEROIC HOGAN

Scottsdale, Arizona June 29, 1978

With a gift for wisecracking patter, Bob Crane first made a name for himself as a radio personality in Los Angeles before setting his sights on an acting career. It wasn’t long before he had landed guest spots on a number of popular television series, displaying a roguish charm that eventually earned him a regular supporting role in a hit sitcom. In 1965, he shot to stardom when he signed to play Col. Robert E. Hogan on Hogan’s Heroes, a prime-time comedy about a motley collection of World War II POWs who, under the leadership of their crafty commander Hogan, scheme to make life miserable for their bumbling German captors.

Now a Hollywood celebrity, Crane was portrayed by his studio as a happy-go-lucky, all-American success story and a “confirmed family man.” The description was an example of PR puffery at its most shameless. Coexisting with Crane’s genuinely affable nature was an unbridled sex addiction that remained an open secret in the industry. Following the cancellation of Hogan’s Heroes in 1971, Crane’s career went into a steep decline until he was reduced to performing on the dinner theater circuit.

At the same time, his sexual behavior took an even darker turn. Equipped with a video camera supplied by his partner-in-sleaze, John Henry Carpenter, he recorded his countless sordid encounters, assembling a sizable collection of homemade porn. While on tour in the summer of 1978, the forty-nine-year-old Crane was found brutally murdered in the Scottsdale, Arizona, apartment where he was staying. His head had been so savagely bludgeoned with an unknown—and never identified—object that his face was hard to recognize, and an electrical cord was knotted around his neck.

The likeliest suspect was Carpenter, an unsavory character who’d recently had a falling out with Crane. Tried for the murder in 1994, Carpenter was acquitted and went to his death proclaiming his innocence. The case remains officially unsolved.
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Bob Crane in his prime as Col. Robert Hogan



THE SLEEPWALKING DEFENSE

Phoenix, Arizona January 16, 1997

At about 7:00 p.m. on January 16, 1997, forty-one-year-old Scott Falater arrived home from his electrical engineering job and sat down to dinner with his family, which included his high school sweetheart wife of twenty years, Yarmila, and their two children, Megan and Michael, ages fifteen and twelve. Once the meal was done, he retreated to his upstairs workspace, where he prepared a quiz for the class on Mormon scripture he was scheduled to teach the following morning.
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Scott Falater and his doomed wife, Yarmila
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The backyard pool where Yarmila’s body was found



At roughly 9:00 p.m., after being informed by Yarmila that the backyard pool filter was malfunctioning, he went out to fix it, but, unable to do much in the dark, came back inside where his wife was dozing on the living room couch in front of the TV. Kissing her goodnight, he went upstairs to their bedroom and changed into his pajamas. About an hour later, his next-door neighbor Greg Koons heard strange moaning sounds coming from the Falaters’ backyard, went onto his patio to investigate, and saw someone lying on the ground.

He assumed the person was drunk until he saw Scott emerge from the house, put on a pair of gloves, drag Yarmila’s body—as Koons now realized—to the edge of the swimming pool, roll her in, and hold her head under water. When police, responding to Koons’s frantic 911 call, arrived on the scene, they discovered that Yarmila had been stabbed forty-four times with a hunting knife, though an autopsy revealed that she was still alive when her husband drowned her. What made the case a nationwide media sensation was Falater’s defense: He claimed to have been sleepwalking when he murdered his wife.

Because Scott’s actions didn’t conform to any known somnambulistic behavior—besides putting on his gloves, he hid the murder weapon, changed from his bloody clothes into clean pajamas, and calmed the family dog to keep it from barking—the jury sided with the prosecution. Falater was found guilty of first-degree murder and sentenced to life.
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THE GALLOWS TRIO

Fayetteville, Arkansas • August 12, 1845

Hangings were nothing new in 1845 Arkansas. In August 1836, for example, just two months after Arkansas was granted statehood, a Black man named Bunch, having gotten into an altercation with a white man, was strung up by a racist mob in the new state’s first lynching. It wasn’t until nine years later, however, that the first legal hangings took place in Arkansas, when an elderly couple, Crawford and Lavinia Burnett, died together on the gallows.



[image: A street scene featuring several storefronts and parked cars.]



On August 12, 1845, Jonathan Selby, a reclusive bachelor living a few miles outside of Fayetteville, was murdered for the money he was reputed to keep stashed in his home. For reasons lost to history, suspicion immediately fell upon the two Burnetts, along with their thirty-four-year-old son, John. Their guilt was confirmed by another family member, fifteen-year-old daughter Minerva, who told authorities that her parents had planned the murder and that John had carried it out, shattering Selby’s skull with a hatchet before ransacking his house.

Before the trio could be arrested, however, John fled to Missouri. Tried separately in October 1845, Crawford and Lavinia were convicted largely on Minerva’s testimony. They were hanged less than thirty days later, an event attended, as the newspapers reported, “by an immense multitude of both sexes, old and young.”

Before the hangman drew the cap over her face, Lavinia—described by one witness as “an old hag of the damnedest cast”—declared her belief that, as a devout Roman Catholic, “she would be saved.” Crawford, meanwhile, went to his death with no trace of remorse, snarling that he “was as good as any man.” Not long afterward, John was tracked down, arrested, brought back for trial, and convicted. On December 4, 1845, he was hanged on the same scaffold where his parents died less than two months before.

THE VILLAINOUS VET

Randolph County, Arkansas 1925–1936

A respected livestock veterinarian, John R. Kizer nevertheless had no love for dogs, the result of being bitten by one as a child. So intense was his aversion that he was known to inject any obstreperous canine that crossed his path with poison. Like many other serial murderers, he eventually progressed from animal cruelty to homicide.
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John R. Kizer fatally ingested strychnine poison before standing trial—he would die minutes after this photo was taken.



His first human victim was his wife of eight years, the former Birdie Brooks. Not long after he persuaded her to take out a life insurance policy, she fell ill and was treated by her husband, who injected her arm daily with his own specially prepared medication. Three weeks after the arm became so grotesquely swollen that it had to be amputated, she died. Not long afterward, having set his matrimonial sights on the happily married Mary Anderson, Kizer contrived to do away with her husband, who suffered an ostensible heart attack during a visit from him. Luckily for her, the newly widowed Mrs. Anderson declined his proposal.

A year later, Kizer moved into the home of his ailing niece, Mrs. Robert Riggs, who expired after her uncle began ministering to her with his hypodermic needle. Her husband followed soon afterward—though not before being finagled into leaving Kizer his farm and the $10,000 insurance money he had collected when his wife died. Next were two elderly, infirm women, his aunt Lizzie Robinson and her best friend Willa Brown, who offered to leave Kizer their property when they passed if he agreed to move in with and care for them. Both were dead within the year after receiving medical treatment from Kizer.

In early 1929, he wed again, this time to a widow, Rozena Anderson, who died after he cajoled her into taking out a large life insurance policy. Over the next few years, he did away with his wealthy in-laws and his stepson, Bonner. The sudden death of the popular sixteen-year-old provoked outrage among the townspeople, already suspicious of the number of Kizer’s relations who had met similar ends. Arrested for the murder of Bonner, Kizer killed himself by swallowing strychnine before he could be tried.
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A HILLTOP HELL

Dover & Russellville, Arkansas December 22–28, 1987

A decorated veteran who spent a combined twenty-two years in the navy and air force and retired with the rank of master sergeant, Ronald Gene Simmons enforced a strict military discipline on his wife and seven children, brooking no dissent from his desires and demands. His daughter, Sheila Maria, was just seventeen when he began sexually abusing her. She gave birth to their child within a year.

Threatened with arrest after social services got wind of the incestuous relationship, Simmons moved his family from New Mexico to a thirteen-acre hilltop tract of land outside of Dover, Arkansas, where they lived in a converted mobile home without indoor plumbing and subsisted on the earnings from Simmons’s string of low-paying jobs in the nearby town of Russellville. His tightly controlled world began to come apart when Sheila—his “little princess,” the love of his life—got married and left the house, and his long-suffering wife, Becky, began openly speaking of divorce.

Sometime in November 1987, Simmons began planning the act of apocalyptic violence that would earn him a place in the annals of infamy as the perpetrator of the most appalling familicide in US history. Over the next several days, beginning on December 22, 1987, with his family assembled for the holidays, he shot, bludgeoned, strangled, or drowned his wife, children, infant grandchildren, sons- and daughter-in-law—fourteen victims in all. Some of the bodies were buried in a newly dug cesspit, some stashed in car trunks, others left in the trailer where they fell.

On December 28, Simmons drove into Russellville, where he shot and killed a former co-worker who had rebuffed his romantic advances and a fireman and part-time truck driver who had the bad luck of being in the way. Several of his other targets were shot but survived. Once his rampage was over, Simmons calmly surrendered to police. Refusing to appeal his death sentences for the sixteen homicides, he was executed by lethal injection in June 1990.
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Ronald Gene Simmons, the nation’s most infamous family annihilator





[image: Map of Pope Country, Russellville, featuring the spots where Ronald Simmons went on a killing spree. Locations include Simmons home, law offices of Pell, Eddy and Gibbons, Taylor Oil Company, Sinclair Mini-Mart, and Woodline Motor Freight.]
A map of Simmons’s killing spree
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THE CHICKEN COOP MURDERS

Wineville, California 1926–1928

From his earliest years, Gordon Stewart Northcott manifested symptoms of mental disturbance. Even his pathologically doting mother, Louise, admitted, with considerable understatement, that her adored son’s mind was “never just right.” In 1924, the family migrated from their native Saskatchewan, Canada, to California, where then-eighteen-year-old Northcott, explaining that he wanted to become a chicken farmer, persuaded his subservient father to purchase three acres of land in the small community of Wineville.
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Northcott Ranch, site of the Wineville Horrors



Disinclined to perform all the hard labor his new enterprise required, he traveled back to Canada and—under the pretense of taking his thirteen-year-old nephew, Sanford Clark, on a sightseeing excursion—kidnapped the boy and brought him back to his ranch. Over the next two years, Northcott imprisoned Clark, regularly beat and sodomized him, and forced him to participate in the atrocities that would come to be known as the “Wineville Chicken Coop Murders.”

Announcing that he was “going away for fresh meat,” Northcott—a textbook sadistic pedophile—would abduct young boys, then drive them back his ranch, where they would be imprisoned in a chicken coop, repeatedly raped, and, in an unknown number of cases, bludgeoned to death with an axe before being buried in quicklime. On one barely credible occasion, his mother, evidently at the prompting of her darling boy, took part in the slaying.

The Wineville horrors finally came to light in the fall of 1928, when Clark’s eighteen-year-old sister, Jessie, worried about her brother’s well-being, traveled to the farm and learned of the gruesome goings-on. Taken into protective custody, Clark told authorities of the horrors he had suffered and been witness to. By then, Northcott and his mother had fled to Canada.

They were arrested two months later and brought back for trial. To avoid the death penalty, Louise pleaded guilty to one count of murder and was sentenced to life in San Quentin. Her son was convicted of three first-degree murders and hanged in October 1930. The following month, to distance itself from the notoriety generated by the case, Wineville was rechristened Mira Loma.

A KIDNAPPING COMEUPPANCE

San Jose, California November 1933

On the evening of Thursday, November 9, 1933, sixty-two-year-old department store owner Alexander Hart was scheduled to attend a dinner at his country club. His twenty-two-year-old son, Brooke, offered to drive his father and left the store around 6:00 p.m. to fetch his car from a nearby lot. He never returned.
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A lynch mob batters down the jailhouse doors to get at the accused killers of Brooke Hart.



Later that night, his father received a call from an unidentified male, informing him that his son had been kidnapped and demanding $40,000 in exchange for the young man’s safe return. Over the next few days—while one of the largest manhunts in California history was underway—Mr. Hart received further communications from the caller. The case finally broke on Wednesday, November 15, when the kidnapper telephoned to work out the details for the ransom payment.

As instructed by detectives, Mr. Hart kept the man talking for as long as possible while the operator traced the call to a pay phone at a garage, where police promptly arrived and arrested a dull-witted filling station attendant in his twenties named Harold Thurman. It didn’t take long for interrogators to wrest the truth from him. He and his accomplice, a sociopathic oil company salesman named Jack Holmes, had waylaid Brooke as he drove from the lot. Jumping into the passenger seat, Holmes forced him at gunpoint to drive to a deserted country road with Thurman following behind. There, the kidnappers slipped a pillowcase over the young man’s head, transferred him into the other car, and drove him to the San Mateo Bridge, where they bludgeoned him with a brick, bound his arms with baling wire, and threw him into the water.

A pair of duck hunters found his decomposed remains floating in a creek on Saturday, November 25. The following day, a mob of somewhere between three and six thousand enraged citizens laid siege to the jailhouse, battering down the door with a large metal beam taken from a nearby construction site. Thurman and Holmes were dragged from their cells, beaten bloody, stripped naked, and strung up from a pair of elm trees in nearby St. James Park. Far from condemning the lynching, Governor Rolphe applauded the perpetrators. “It is a fine lesson for the whole country,” he proclaimed to reporters. 

LETHAL AND LIGHTNING

Los Angeles, California • August 5, 1935

Though the circumstances of his third wife’s death were highly suspicious—she supposedly drowned in a bathtub while recuperating from a car accident that left her husband unscathed—barber Robert James was able to collect on the hefty life insurance policy he had taken out on her shortly after they were married. A few years later, he came into another windfall when he insured his nephew’s life for $5,000, then loaned the young man his car, which drove off a cliff when the steering wheel knuckle came loose.

Purchasing a barbershop with the proceeds, James married his twenty-eight-year-old manicurist, Mary Busch—wife number six—taking out three insurance policies on her life with double indemnity clauses. Three months later, he decided to cash in. Enlisting an accomplice, James purchased a pair of diamondback rattlesnakes named Lethal and Lightning from a Pasadena reptile dealer.

By then, Mary was pregnant and agreed to have an abortion to be performed at home. As she lay on the kitchen table, sedated with “whiskey and bromides,” her eyes taped shut—supposedly to protect the identity of the doctor performing the illegal procedure—James stuck her foot into the box containing the rattlers, which bit her three times. After hours of waiting for the poison to do its work, he grew impatient. At around 1:00 a.m. that night—August 5, 1935—he finished her off by drowning her in the bathtub. He and his confederate then carried her outside to the backyard fishpond, arranging the body to make it seem as if she had suffered one of her frequent fainting spells and drowned in the pond. When an investigator discovered that a previous, heavily insured wife had also drowned
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Robert James (real name Major Lisenba), aka “Rattlesnake James”



FEMME FATALE: LOUISE PEETE
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“Tiger Woman” Louise Peete on the stand





A BOAT BOMBING IN NEWPORT







THE JESUS OF CHATSWORTH
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A follower helps cult leader Krishna Venta in 1957.







BABY CRAZY IN LOS ANGELES
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Psychopathic “fetal-snatcher” Norma Jean Armistead



A VERY BAD MONDAY IN SAN DIEGO
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A cuffed Brenda Spencer, one of the nation’s few female mass shooters




THE COVINA MASSACRE
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Mass murderer Bruce Pardo admires himself in his Santa costume before carrying out his Christmas Eve massacre.
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