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The story of Clara Schwartz is one of a troubled young woman who had a turbulent relationship with her father. While this is certainly not an unusual situation, the outcome, in the case, was deadly. In December of 2001, Schwartz enlisted the help of friends, including a mentally ill teenager, to murder her father Robert Schwartz. Through an elaborate and twisted role-playing game, Schwartz turned a few misfits into a band of loyal followers who would kill for her.

Schwartz had met Kyle Hulbert at a Renaissance fair in the fall of the same year. She told Hulbert horror stories about her father, claiming he abused her and that she feared he would soon try to poison her. Hulbert, who had a long history of mental illness, believed Schwartz without question. Schwartz invited Hulbert to take part in a role-playing game she had invented called Underworld.

Through this game, Schwartz used her character to convince Hulbert’s character, an assassin, to kill her father. Sometime between when the game began and December of 2001, it became clear that Schwartz wanted her father dead in real life. Hulbert, all too willing to do whatever Schwartz said, agreed.

Hulbert, accompanied by two mutual friends of his and Schwartz’s who were in on the game, drove to the country home of Robert Schwartz on December 8, 2001. He used a samurai sword to stab Robert over and over, leaving him for dead. It was only through the carelessness of Hulbert and his accomplices that the story of Schwartz and the deadly game she orchestrated came to light.

Early Life

Clara Schwartz was born in 1981 to Robert Schwartz and his wife. Clara was the youngest of the Schwartz’s three children, which included herself, an older sister Catherine, and her older brother Jesse. 

“Clara wasn't an attractive girl with lots of boyfriends,” forensic psychologist Paula Orange said. “She had a hangdog look with a dull facial expression. Underneath her placid exterior was anger, however, an anger that was inexplicable given her privileged upbringing.”

Robert Schwartz was a well-known researcher and scientist. He worked in the field of biometrics and DNA research, gaining national recognition for his work.  Robert was also a founding member of the Virginia Biotechnology Association.

“Robert Schwartz was very respected in his field,” Orange said. “He was responsible for some very advanced work in DNA mapping. He could solve almost any problem in the DNA field but could not solve the problems he had at home with his twenty-year old daughter.”

Despite her father’s successful career, Clara Schwartz was closer to her mother than her father. In fact, her relationship with her father Robert was strained for her whole life. The two argued frequently and never got along.

When Clara Schwartz was just a teenager, around the age of fifteen, her mother became sick with cancer and eventually passed away. After this tragedy, Clara withdrew even further from her father and her peers. She became a loner and dressed in the “goth” style, associating only with friends who were also part of the goth subculture. 

“This would all look harmless at first glance,” Orange said. “Clara was really into vampires and the subgenre of Goth music that catered to that crowd. She liked the role playing games but again, she was young and for most kids it is just a temporary escape from reality. The warning signs weren't really there other than the fact that she was cut from a different cloth than everyone else.”

The role playing games, however, took a serious turn as Clara's hatred for her father grew.

“She played a role playing game called Quest V,” Orange said. “I suppose you can describe it as an offshoot of Dungeons and Dragons. It was there hat she was able to escape from the dismal reality of not having her mother around anymore. That was the key word, escape. Here in the on-line world, she could be in conrol.”

It was here that she would involve herself in an alternative circle of friends with unusual interests that ultimately helped Schwartz orchestrate her father’s murder.

“Clara spent her days in her own little world,” Orange said. “She would spend the entire day staring at her laptop with her earphones plugged in, typing away at her role playing games. She cared little for interpersonal interaction with other kids her age. Most all of her 'socializing', if you can call it that, took place in forums and game playing chat rooms.”

The Crime

Previous Attempts

Clara Schwartz had been planning to kill her fifty-seven year old father for some time. During her murder trial, Schwartz’s former boyfriend Patrick House testified about Schwartz’s intentions dating back to before she had even met Kyle Hulbert, the man who would ultimately murder her father.

House stated that while he had been dating Schwartz, she often spoke about killing her father. She researched herbal poisons, saying that she wanted it to appear that her father died of natural causes. House also said that Schwartz discussed with him how much money she would inherit if her father were dead, and she was concerned that her father was going to cut her out of his will due to their rocky relationship.

“Clara always wanted to be in control,” Orange said. “And I think she also saw dollar signs if her father died. She would have to split his fortune three-ways upon his death, so she would gain about four-hundred-thousand dollars.”

Schwartz had also involved House in a roleplaying game she invented called Underworld. In this game, Clara called herself the “Lord of Chaos”. House’s character was an assassin. Schwartz began with roleplaying, asking House to kill her father in character. House, in his roleplaying character, agreed.

However, it progressed beyond simple roleplay. Schwartz began asking House when he was really going to kill her father. House became uneasy and ended things between the two of them.

Schwartz and Hulbert Meet

It was the fall of 2001 when Clara Schwartz and Kyle Hulbert met at a renaissance fair. Hulbert was a very troubled young man. Though he was only eighteen years old when he met Schwartz, Hulbert had already been placed in mental institutions seven different times in the past twelve years.

“Hulbert both looked and acted like a medical experiment gone bad,” Orange said. “He had a large forehead and chin. He had shifty eyes that gave anyone who talked to him the impression that 'something is not right' about him.”

Hulbert had several diagnoses of mental illness already as well. He suffered from both bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. Schizophrenia blurred the lines between fantasy and reality in Hulbert’s mind, while bipolar disorder made him subject to fits of rage and aggressive behavior. Hulbert had just been released after his latest stay in a psychiatric facility four months before meeting Schwartz. 

“Hulbert was a certifiable nut,” Orange said. “Meeting Clara just sent him over the edge. He saw her as his queen and she saw him as a useful idiot. He showed up to the Renaissance fair wearing a cat mask while brandishing a two-foot sword. Anyone could see he was a nut. But Clara was intrigued.”

Schwartz was nineteen years old and a student at James Madison University when she and Hulbert met. Though she was now in college, Schwartz and her father continued to have a rocky relationship. Schwartz was also heavily involved in goth subculture. She and Hulbert shared an interest in the occult, magic, and fantasy.

Schwartz introduced Hulbert to the roleplaying game she had invented called Underworld. Her friends Katherine Inglis and Michael Pfohl were also part of the game, acting as Schwartz’s loyal followers. 

“Inglis was bespectacled,” Orange said. “She looked like the classic nerd, wide-eyed and naive. Pfohl had a creepy look about him, nerdy with glasses and a goatee. They were both not very bright and looked like people you would see in a backwoods hillbilly movie.”

“They would meet up at the local Renaissance fair. It was an opportunity for folks to play dress-up but Clara took her role very seriously. She would go all out, wearing black dress and a pendant draped across her forehead. She would introduce herself as 'the high priestess' and told those who came in contact with her that they would have to 'obey her orders.' This role playing would extend from the Renaissance fair to the online game.”

In this fantasy world they created, Schwartz was known as the Priestess of High Chaos. Hulbert became a warrior and Schwartz’s protector in the game. The two formed a very close bond.

Lead-up to the Murder

In instant messages and emails police found between Schwartz, Inglis, Pfohl, and Hulbert, Schwartz’s fantasy world becomes clear. Schwartz used coded messages, blurring the lines between the game and her real life. In these cryptic messages, she refers to her father as “Old Guy” or “OG” and instead of the word murder uses the code word “tay”.

In exchanges between Schwartz and her band of followers, Schwartz described her father as abusive. She claimed that he hit her, pulled her hair, and told her how he disapproved of her friends and her lifestyle. Schwartz even said that she believed her father was trying to poison her. This account is disputed by Schwartz’s two siblings, both of whom testified against her during the murder trial and stated that their father had never been abusive.

“Remember she was hanging out with a bunch of self-described rebels,” Orange said. “These were kids, young adults, who had problems with authority and didn't fit in. It was really easy for them to believe that older adults had it in for them. Easy for Clara to convince them that her father was all those negative things she said he was.”

Before the night of the murder, Hulbert had met Robert Schwartz several times. On one occasion, Clara Schwartz had handed Hulbert a piece of cooked pork that her father had made, claiming it was poisoned. Hulbert tasted it, and in his later written confession to police stated, “I could tell it had been tampered with, both by taste and by smell."

On another visit, Hulbert saw Schwartz’s father serving her pork chops and lemon. Hulbert became convinced, with encouragement from Schwartz, that her father was poisoning her food, specifically the pork chops and lemon.

“She was molding his mind,” Orange said. “Kyle did not have too much
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