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  INTRODUCTION


  In the 1930s, when the mass-circulation Sunday newspapers still savoured faintly of brown stout and chitterlings, a headline in the old Empire News proclaimed: TWO HAIRS
  HANGED THIS MAN! The story beneath was a startling example of how modern forensic science was finally getting the better of criminals like William Podmore, hanged (it seemed) on the evidence of two
  tiny hairs. Like most murderers, Podmore was a stupid and unattractive man who mistakenly believed he could get away with it. He had tried to swindle a man called Messiter, whod given him a
  job not knowing his history as a fraudster. When Messiter realized he was being duped, he confronted Podmore who seized a heavy hammer and smashed it down on Messiters face, killing him. Not
  two hairs but one, a single wiry hair from Messiters eyebrow, was later found on the hammer, but what landed Podmore on the hangmans trap was not a hair at all but a stubby, grubby
  pencil. A receipt book was also recovered containing records of Podmores fraudulent dealings with Messiter. The top copies had been torn out, but the pencil used to write up these
  transactions had left tell-tale indentations on the pages beneath. The appliance of science came when the police photographed these indented pages using special lighting. The wretched Podmore was
  hanged, not on the strength of microscopic hairs but by the ghosts of a few hastily jotted names, dates and places. What helped to propel the case to public notice was the appearance at
  Podmores trial of the celebrated pathologist Sir Bernard Spilsbury. Ever since his spectacular debut at the Crippen trial in 1910, Spilsburys name had made news. Revered by Bench and
  Bar, lionized by the public, Spilsbury had earned a reputation for infallibility. His evidence, low-key and matter-of-fact, had helped convict the likes of the poisonous Major Armstrong, Norman
  Thorne, the chicken-run killer and Patrick Mahon, the Crumbles murderer, whose case features here. Although Spilsbury played only a small part in the case against Podmore, his appearance in the
  witness box sowed the seed of the legend about a man hanged on the strength of two hairs. The revealing lens, confided the Empire News, had focused on two tiny hairs on
  the weapon. Sir Bernard made up his mind very quickly. Hair . . . human . . . male . . . eyebrow . . . These two hairs pointed the killer to the police. The story had a fine Holmesian ring
  to it, but nothing else. As Spilsburys biographers pointed out: There was one hair, not two, on the hammer, and since it was Messiters, not Podmores and the hammer was
  never traced to Podmore, a whole scalp would not have pointed the killer to the police. And while it was the kind of story that appealed to a sensation-loving public, to the dour Spilsbury
  it was an irritating folderol. He detested personal publicity, and when he saw his carefully weighed testimony reduced to a Sunday newspaper sideshow he was angry and ashamed. Shortly after the
  Podmore trial, Spilsbury got wind of a forthcoming book dealing with his career and cases. He was mortified and complained that it gave the impression of having been compiled from his personal
  case-notes. Spilsbury never understood the public fascination with the way in which science wages war on crime.


  Criminals and scientists are old adversaries. For centuries, men of science peered through a glass darkly at the debris of murder. In the mid-18th century, long before the modern tests devised
  by Marsh, Reinsch and Gutzeit, the detection of arsenic was a mightily inexact science. Why do you believe it to be white arsenic? Dr Anthony Addington was asked at the trial of Mary
  Blandy in 1752, (the first recorded case of murder in which scientific evidence was adduced). Addington held aloft a parcel of powder, described it as milky white, like arsenic, gritty and almost
  insipid, and explained that although part of it floated on cold water, most sank to the bottom undissolved, again like arsenic. This thrown on red-hot iron, Dr Addington added,
  does not flame, but rises entirely in thick white fumes . . . white arsenic does the same. It was another hundred years before investigators in cases of suspected arsenic poisoning
  discarded their red-hot irons, for the mid-point of the Victorian age marked the dawn of the Age of Detection. The cases collected here spin a scarlet thread running all the way to our own computer
  and digital age. Many tell of tremendous forensic triumphs, but others serve as a warning against trusting blindly to science.


  The ancient Romans knew a surprising amount about crime and medicine. The physician Antistius examined the assassinated Julius Caesar and concluded that of the twenty-three stab wounds, only the
  chest wound had been mortal. The French surgeon Ambroise Pare (c.151090), the father of modern surgery, studied the effects of violence on the vital human organs. In Palermo, Fortunato
  Fidelis discovered how to tell an accidental drowning from one caused deliberately. In Rome Paolo Zacchia studied bullet wounds, cuts and stab wounds, stranglings and infanticide, and understood
  how to tell suicide from murder. In the late 17th century, the Italian anatomist Morgagni compared changes in the organs of the dead with the symptoms of the diseases that had killed them, so
  laying the foundations of the science of pathology. The microscope, invented around this time, enjoyed a forensic flowering in the 19th century although the medical establishment took a sceptical
  view of such pioneers as Johann Ludwig Casper who produced his practical handbook of forensic medicine in 1856. Yet despite huge strides in the progress of Victorian medicine, the profession itself
  seemed dogged by taint. The public, marvelling at such achievements as the steam engine and electric telegraph, was impatient for similar life enhancements from the men of medicine. By mid-century,
  the doctors had yet to produce any. Their ranking in public esteem declined. To make matters worse, a celebrated few featured in notorious murder cases of the day, either as defendants or
  expert witnesses. At the trial of Dr Smethurst, the judge ticked off Crown counsel for baffling the jury with detailed medical evidence. The distinguished medical expert recruited by
  the Crown made such a hash of his tests for arsenic that he had to admit that none was present in the body of Smethursts late lamented wife. Public confidence vanished. Professional reforms
  ensued.


  Towards the centurys end, a young assistant in the French Suret, Alphonse Bertillon, developed a system of identification that classified various characteristics  size of
  head, fingers and so on  and codified them in an accessible way. His anthropometric system became known as Bertillonage and although it was widely adopted in Europe, the authorities in
  England, particularly Scotland Yard, remained sceptical. They pointed out that Bertillons system was far from infallible because it failed to produce a unique set of data for each individual
  criminal. Something was needed that defined such an individual absolutely and uniquely. The answer was the fingerprint.


  The ancient Chinese had recognized the potential of fingerprints, sealing their documents with thumbprints by way of a signature. An English naturalist, Thomas Bewick, used
  wood-block engravings of his own fingerprints as an imprint on the books he published. In the early 19th century, a Czech physiologist called Purkinje set out a description of the nature of
  fingerprints and classified various kinds. But it wasnt until 1880 that an expatriate Scottish physician, Dr Henry Faulds, living in Japan, first recognized their forensic potential,
  suggesting that fingerprints found at the scene of a crime could lead to the conclusive identification of the culprit. His idea led to the publication in 1892 of the scientific exploration of
  fingerprints by Dr (later Sir) Francis Galton. This in turn prompted Edward Henry (later head of Scotland Yard) and an Argentinian researcher Juan Vucetich to develop more sophisticated
  classification systems for fingerprints. By the early 1900s, fingerprinting had become a front-line weapon in the fight against crime. In London in 1905 two brothers were convicted of murder on
  fingerprint evidence. How they earned their unique place in criminal annals is related here. So is the case of Emile Gourbin. He was caught out thanks to a breakthrough accomplished in 1910 by the
  French criminologist Edmond Locard of the University of Lyon who formulated his famous principle of interchange. This held that every criminal leaves something at a crime scene that wasnt
  there before and takes away something that he didnt have when he arrived. Locards theory laid the cornerstone of modern criminal investigation, and became the basis of the
  clue in crime stories. It was applied with dramatic results as early as 1912 in the Gourbin case. Gourbin had murdered his mistress. Her face powder was analyzed under a microscope
  that by todays standards would seem clumsy and crude. Modern electron microscopes can magnify up to 150,000 times, making it possible to analyze the tiniest fragments of debris such as paint
  flakes, fibres, hairs, wood and paper and use them as evidence. Such technology, harnessed to revolutionary changes in police methods, has dramatically shortened the odds in their favour. In almost
  every country of the world, police forces became more effective during the course of the twentieth century because they came to terms with science and stood ready and equipped to use it in the
  fight against crime. The discovery of DNA fingerprinting in the 1980s placed an awesome weapon at the disposal of crime investigators. With the Pitchfork case in the English Midlands, the new
  technique achieved early success (as the American writer Joseph Wambaugh recounts in these pages), but the full potential of genetic typing for crime fighters is still imperfectly understood.


  This selection of cases  some famous, a few infamous and one or two, perhaps, less well-known  represents a series of milestones on the long haul from the forensic dark ages to the
  dawn of the new millennium. Some of the most high-profile cases of recent years are featured, among them that of the Liverpool toddler James Bulger, the enduring mystery of Lord Lucan, and the
  troubling case of Barry George, convicted on the strength of what many consider extremely flimsy forensic evidence of the murder of the television presenter Jill Dando in 1999. With only a few
  exceptions, I have chosen accounts by established writers in the true-crime field. The cases have all been written for the general reader, and no specialist or technical knowledge is needed to
  understand in each case how science proved decisive in the outcome. We meet murderers like the acid-bath monster Haigh, whose vats of sulphuric acid consumed almost (but not quite) enough of Mrs
  Durand-Deacon to cost him the distinction of being ranked among those convicted of murder without the victims body being wholly present. Haigh reckoned without the enduring properties of
  false teeth, fragments of which, when recovered from the murderous residuum, bit back from beyond the grave. For in death, nothing outlasts teeth, especially synthetic ones, and this durability
  makes them ideal as a means of identification. There are the riddles, written in scarlet, of Dr Sam Sheppard and Jeremy Bamber, both convicted on blood evidence, and the mystery, wrapped in an
  enigma, of the Australian dingo baby case, where blood and bite-marks combine. The great forensic breakthroughs of the twentieth century are charted, with landmark cases such as those of Dr Crippen
  (whose wife was identified because hed unwittingly preserved the poison that had killed her) and another deadly doctor, Buck Ruxton (whose victims were identified by the superimposition of
  photographs). Also included are cases in which forensic science has been less footsure, as the Lindbergh baby kidnap case (the great American cause clbre of the 1930s) and
  the saga of the Birmingham Six, whose conviction and imprisonment for murderous IRA atrocities in the mid-1970s was shown to be demonstrably unsafe when, some twenty years later, the original
  forensic evidence was discredited.


  An early American case involving questioned documents, cases in which dentists were able to identify murder victims from surgery records, and others in which the time of death  often a
  vital factor in assigning guilt  was fixed by examining stomach contents and even the pupation cycle of maggots: the stories that follow range across the entire spectrum of forensic science.
  Ballistics and bacteria, blood, teeth and hair all leave their traces on these pages. As the frontiers of forensic knowledge and expertise are pushed ever outwards, this is the kaleidoscopic story
  of how science and scientists have tried to meet the changing demands of crime investigators in their unending crusade against the complexities of murder.


  
    
  


  SWEET BABY JAMES


  (Robert Thompson and Jon Venables, 1993)


  Winifred Robinson


  The killing of two-year-old James Bulger in Liverpool in 1993 made headlines around the world. CCTV footage taken at a shopping centre where James was abducted showed him
  placing a trusting hand into that of an older boy while another boy walked a short distance ahead. Jamess body was found on a railway track two days later. He had been battered to death. The
  sustained ferocity of the assault inflicted on such a small child by strangers makes this case unique in crime history. Two boys  both aged 10  were soon arrested, but while Jon
  Venables confessed to taking part in the fatal attack on James, Robert Thompson blamed everything on his friend. Because they were so young the accused boys were never cross-questioned and
  challenged in police interviews in the way an adult suspect would have been. The officer who headed the inquiry, Detective Superintendent Albert Kirby, realized immediately that two 10-year-olds
  had to be dealt with gently and ordered that no officer must ever be ill-tempered, harsh or impatient with them, there must be no leading questions, and that any information must come from the boys
  and be freely given. He chose four detectives from among his team who had been trained in, and had experience of, interviewing children; until that moment their skills had been put to use in
  drawing out child victims of crime rather than child perpetrators. It proved a daunting task since both Thompson and Venables were streetwise children, cunning beyond their years. Both told a
  stream of lies, and the full truth of what they did to James, and why, has never fully emerged. A distinctive pattern of bruising on the dead childs face initially baffled forensic
  scientists, but would ultimately prove that, despite what he said, Robert Thompson was no innocent onlooker. Both boys were convicted of murder. Winifred Robinson (b. 1957) is a BBC reporter who
  worked closely with the police for a television documentary about the crime and its investigation.


  When Jon Venables taped police confession was played out before an ashen-faced jury, his great heaving sobs and wails of anguish echoed around the vast Victorian court
  room. Here was a child of 10 recounting his part in a crime so terrible it would separate him from home and family and set him apart for the rest of his life.


  In initial interviews with detectives, supported by his parents, Jon Venables had sought to deny any part in the killing of James Bulger even though he could be identified from CCTV images
  leading the small boy away by the hand. The turning point came during a break in the questioning when his mother Susan Venables told Jon that he must tell the detectives the truth and that his
  parents would always love and support him, no matter what he had done. It was then that Jon blurted out: I did kill James. Tell his mum Im sorry. When the interview resumed
  some of the truth began to emerge.


  On the day that James Bulger was abducted and killed, Jon Venables and his friend Robert Thompson should have been at school. Instead they were playing truant, hanging around the Bootle Strand
  shopping centre in north Liverpool. They were shoplifting and had stolen a packet of batteries and a pot of blue enamel modelling paint.


  The CCTV footage recovered from the mall that day shows James Bulger walking with his mother Denise towards a butchers shop on the ground floor. Once inside, James had strayed briefly
  from her side to stand at the doorway. The cameras field of vision is narrow and incomplete. It does not cover the doorway from where James was led away. But seconds later it records Denise
  frantically running up and down the aisles searching for her son.


  As Denise Bulger searches, another camera records Thompson and Venables leading James away toward an exit on the upper floor. They had taken him through the ground floor entrance of T.J.
  Hughess department store, up an escalator inside and then out of the store through a first floor doorway. As the time codes on the pictures attest, they had abducted James and taken him out
  of the shopping precinct in the space of just three minutes.


  In his confession, Jon Venables told police that the pair came across James and that his friend Robert Thompson had suggested: Lets get this kid lost. As they walked through
  the department store with James following, Thompson had said: Come on, mate. Venables went on: The boy followed us downstairs and Robert Thompson said: Lets get
  him lost outside so when he goes in the road he will get knocked over. I said that was a very bad thing to do.


  He admitted holding James by the hand as they left the shopping precinct.


  On the banks of the nearby Leeds-Liverpool canal, he went on, Robert Thompson picked him up and slammed him down and put a bump on his head.


  He described how the pair had half-carried, half-dragged James to a railway line two and a half miles from the shopping precinct. There they started throwing bricks at him. The
  attack allegedly began with Robert Thompson throwing a brick in Jamess face and challenging Jon Venables to do the same. Venables claimed he only picked up little stones
  because he did not want to hurt James but Robert Thompson did.


  James, he added, fell over and kept getting up again. He wouldnt stay down.


  Jon Venables then admitted hitting James about two times in the arm before Robert Thompson hit him with a steel bar. Robert Thompson, he said, had pulled Jamess pants off
  at the end when he was knocked out. He kicked his underpants up and put them on his face, then threw them back again, where there was all blood.


  Finally as Jamess life ebbed away, they placed bricks over his face to cover it.


  I think he was moving because the bricks were moving about, Jon Venables said.


  Although Jon Venables account sought to place most of the blame on his co-accused, his admission that he threw small stones made him a party to murder.


  As police recorded Jon Venables statement, Robert Thompson, in the company of his mother and solicitor, was being questioned at another police station a few miles away. Like Jon Venables,
  Robert Thompson initially denied all knowledge of James Bulger and the circumstances of his death. He only gradually changed his story as the detectives questioning him revealed more of the
  evidence they had amassed.


  Much of it came from the people who recalled seeing Thompson, Venables and James at various points on the route they walked from the shopping centre to the railway track where Jamess
  battered body was later found. They made a strange trio  two older boys with a two-year-old who had a fresh graze on his forehead and was visibly distressed. Some witnesses had been so
  concerned they had stopped to question the boys but each time they were challenged Robert Thompson and Jon Venables made a convincing excuse: James was their little brother, he had fallen and hurt
  himself and they were hurrying him home. Their victim looked on in mute suffering, too young to frame the words that would have secured his deliverance.


  The last witness, a man, reported seeing two boys with James near a bridge where a steep slope led up to the railway track.


  Clothes recovered by police from the homes of Thompson and Venables were marked with the blue modelling paint they had stolen earlier that day. It was on James Bulgers body, smeared on
  his cheek, ear and neck. Officers found the empty paint tin on the railway track at the bridge so they knew the small child had suffered the pain and fright of having paint thrown in his eyes
  before they walked him further along the line to the spot where he was killed. Extensive blood staining at the scene and brick dust recovered from Jamess clothes and underpants suggested
  that he had first been taken to one side of the railway track and stripped from the waist down, then attacked with the bricks and the steel bar. He was afterwards dragged to the other side where
  his body was placed across the rails and the bricks piled on his face. It was Friday evening and Jamess body remained undisturbed until 6am the next day when a goods train passed over
   cutting it in two; the driver didnt notice. On Sunday afternoon at 3.15 some children playing saw what they thought was a doll on the track. When they moved closer they realized it
  was a body and ran to a nearby police station.


  Denise Bulger and her husband Ralph were waiting for news at another station  Marsh Lane, about three miles away. James was their second and only surviving child; a daughter had been
  stillborn. Because of this earlier loss James was especially loved and cherished, not only by his parents but by everyone within their large extended family. There were a great many older cousins
  who all made a big fuss of James. As his mother would later tell the police, James had no experience of other children ever being unkind. He would have trusted Robert Thompson and Jon Venables
  because, until they chanced upon him, in all his short life James Bulger had known only love. When police told Denise that a childs body had been found she responded with what one officer
  who heard it later described as a great heartbreaking wail of grief, a sound of sorrow and anguish, impossible to forget.


  It was a week later that detectives at Marsh Lane  selected for their training and experience in dealing with children  began to question Robert Thompson. Both boys had been
  identified when the CCTV pictures, initially blurred and grainy were technically enhanced.


  It was only when Robert Thompson realized that witnesses had seen him with James right to the point where they climbed up to the railway track that he admitted he was there. But where Venables
  had sought to lessen his role, Thompson placed all of the blame on his friend. He told detectives: Jon might have hit him sly because Jon is sly. Asked when James had started crying
  he replied: When Jon threw paint in his eye.


  Later he added that Jon threw a brick in his face and he just fell on the floor. Why had he not stopped the other boy? I was trying and he just threw it. When the brick hit
  him in the face he started bleeding. I would not hit the baby.


  Thompson continued his account by referring to his co-defendant throwing another brick. Then he hit him again. He picked up a big metal thing that had holes in it and hit him on the head.
  Then he hit him again with a stick.


  In the eighth interview on the third day of questioning Robert Thompson finally admitted: I did touch the baby. I tried to get him off the track . . . James was knocked out and he
  wasnt moving. He was lying on his back over the railway track. I was trying to see if the baby was alive and he would not move. I got my ear against his belly and he wasnt breathing.
  I lifted him up by the belly. Then I put him back because I was going to get full of blood. He went on: I never touched him except for getting him under the fence (to the railway
  track) and seeing if he was breathing. So Ive nothing to bother about.


  Young as he was, Robert Thompson had framed a version of events making his friend wholly responsible for the killing while at the same time providing an innocent explanation for any tell-tale
  staining on his own clothes: he had touched James only when the fatal assault was finished and the child was already dead.


  By way of persuasion he had added: If I wanted to kill a baby I would kill my own wouldnt I? He was referring to the youngest member of his family, a baby boy 10 months old.
  In contrast to Jon Venables who had wept throughout his confession, Robert Thompsons voice cracked only once very briefly when he protested that he had done nothing but was going to take all
  the blame.


  Police knew that both boys were lying to try to minimize what they had done because neither of their accounts gave any indication of the sustained ferocity of the final assault on James. The
  child had suffered so many injuries it was impossible for the Home Office pathologist, Dr Alan Williams, to determine which of at least 30 blows to the head was the one that had proved fatal.


  These blows had been inflicted using bricks and stones found at the murder scene and a steel plate two-and-a-half feet long used for bolting together the railway lines, known as a fishplate.
  This was the big metal thing Thompson referred to in his interviews; it weighed 22 lbs. In all Dr Williams found 42 wounds from head to toe on James Bulgers body. His lower lip
  had been ripped from the jawbone with a blow to the mouth, one star shaped cut to his forehead exposed the skull. He had been kicked so savagely in the groin that his penis was damaged. And
  although, in their interviews, the accused boys had talked of the bricks being thrown at James, the evidence suggested that rather than being hurled, the bricks had been used to bludgeon him and
  had been smashed into his skull.


  As the CCTV video confirmed, the abduction of James had begun as a joint endeavour. Detectives believed that the intention from the outset had been to kill him. He had been taken immediately to
  the canal side in what may have been a failed attempt at drowning. Several opportunities to release James had been passed up when adults who intervened were fobbed off with lies. Detectives thought
  it highly unlikely that Robert Thompson switched from active participant to innocent onlooker in the final assault on James.


  As the man who led the murder inquiry, Detective Superintendent Albert Kirby, recalls, their age and stature was so at odds with the magnitude of what they had done it was hard to take in:
  I was absolutely amazed at how small they were. When I saw them in court they had great difficulty in actually sitting on the chairs and had to swing themselves on and their legs were
  swinging clear of the floor and that is a picture which I found very hard to reconcile myself with, having seen the end product of their activities. There is no doubt though that these boys were
  wicked beyond anyones expectations and they had a high degree of cunning. The evidence shows two boys of different character but when they joined together there was no difference between
  them.


  Further proof that the abduction was a calculated joint endeavour was provided by a young mother who contacted police in the days after the killing. Three hours before James was abducted, she
  had been waiting at a till in T.J. Hughess department store near the door on the upper floor that would later be used to take James out. Her two children, a girl of three and a boy aged two,
  kept running away from her. The mother saw Robert Thompson and Jon Venables watching them and overheard Robert Thompson say, We will take one of these. At the time she thought he was
  referring to a display of ladies bags and purses right by the door. Twice she went after her children and brought them back but when they ran off a third time only the little girl returned.


  As the woman later told the murder trial she could see her son on the concourse outside the shop doorway with Thompson and Venables who were running and stopping, running and stopping
  towards him, then running away. Her son was following them. He was happy and giggling, having fun. They were enticing him. When Jon Venables saw her she heard him say,
  Go back to your mum.


  In his taped police interviews Venables admitted what they were doing. We were going to take a kid earlier in the day, he said, and push him under a bus.


  Of the two accused, Robert Thompson had the more troubled background. The fifth in a family of six brothers, his life had been relatively stable until he was six when his father  also
  named Robert  left his mother, Ann, for another woman. He had no further contact with his children. Ann Thompson found the betrayal hard to bear and the misery was compounded soon afterwards
  when the family returned from a visit to their grandmother to find their home had burned down. For a time they lived in a hostel for the homeless until another house was found. According to
  neighbours Ann buckled under the strain of raising her large family, single-handed, in reduced circumstances. She started to drink heavily.


  The Thompson boys were often left to fend for themselves and a pattern of bullying was established where the physically strong preyed on the weaker siblings. One of the older boys went into
  voluntary care in a childrens home after telling social workers that a brother had threatened him with a knife.


  Robert, too, drew the attention of the authorities because of his poor record of attendance at school. In one half term he was absent for 37 out of a possible 60 half days. In the year or so
  leading up to the killing the Thompsons family life had begun to improve. Ann Thompson had met a new man and had a seventh child, another boy. Even though the relationship soon foundered,
  she had sobered up and was making an effort to regain control of her boys, sometimes delivering Robert to the school gates and meeting him in the afternoon to try to prevent him playing truant.


  Forensic psychiatrists consulted about the case have suggested that Robert Thompson would have resented the new baby in the family who was receiving the attention from his mother that he had
  been denied. His statement to police: If I wanted to kill a baby I would kill my own, betrays the source of his murderous anger just as the rough handling, the dragging and pulling of
  James, mirrored the way the older boys treated the younger brothers in his family.


  Jon Venables was another boy who probably missed out on attention, not because his parents were neglectful but because their two other children, an older boy and a younger girl, had learning
  difficulties and attended special schools. Neil and Susan Venables were divorced but remained friends and shared the care of the children. Jon lived with his mother mid-week in Norris Green and
  stayed with his father in Walton at weekends. At his first school Jon Venables was unruly and disruptive. He would act in bizarre ways to draw attention to himself, rocking backwards and forwards
  in class, moaning and making strange noises. He would attack other pupils, poking them with sharp pencils and once grabbed another boy from behind holding a ruler to his throat.


  Venables was suspended but never expelled from school and in 1992  hoping for a fresh start  his parents moved him to St Marys in Walton where he met Robert Thompson. The
  two immediately struck up a friendship. Because of his academic record Jon, like Robert, had been held back for a year and, as the oldest there, he and Thompson gravitated towards one another.
  Before they met, Jon Venables had no history of truancy but after a year together both frequently went off together. On the day James was killed Mr Venables had gone to school to collect Jon, only
  to discover he had truanted. He and his wife reported Jon missing to police and then scoured the local area until dark. Susan Venables finally spotted the two boys going into a video shop and took
  Jon to the local police station and asked a police officer to give him a good telling off.


  The Venables insisted that Jon had been led into trouble by Robert Thompson. His mother would attest: He is one of those children who if you told him to put his hand in the fire he would.
  He didnt want to hurt him (James) but he was weak and he was provoked.


  Yet despite extensive blood-staining all around the railway track there was, initially at least, nothing to link Robert Thompson to any blow that had been struck. And while Jon Venables had
  Jamess blood on one of his shoes, a tiny particle of blood on Robert Thompsons shoe proved insufficient to generate a DNA match: a single hair from Jamess head was retrieved
  tangled in the laces.


  Detectives were concerned that, in the absence of any confession from Robert Thompson, they would be unable to prove beyond reasonable doubt that he had been a party to the murder.


  In the aftermath of the killing as police built their case, Albert Kirby and the forensic scientists met at laboratories at Chorley in Lancashire to review the evidence. The scientists were
  puzzling over a pattern on bruising on Jamess face. The marks ran in parallel lines forming a series of loops and crosses across the soft contours of his right cheek. They could find nothing
  among the piles of bloodied debris retrieved from the railway track that could account for these marks.


  Are we missing something here? they asked Albert Kirby. Did James have a necklace that might have caused these bruises, might a zip on his anorak have been pulled up roughly
  over his face?


  As the group pored over the post mortem photograph showing the bruising on the dead childs face, a visiting forensic scientist happened to be walking past. He had recently been involved
  in a murder inquiry where a youth had been kicked to death and he instantly recognized the pattern of bruising from this earlier case. Youll find, he explained, it comes
  from a shoe with raised metal eyelets where the laces thread through. The visiting scientist demonstrated how the eyelets made the loops across Jamess cheekbone while the laces had
  caused the straight lines running down.


  Robert Thompsons shoes were black brogues with just this raised metal trim.


  Scientists hadnt recognized the pattern the shoes had imprinted because the bruising to Jamess face had formed not at the point of impact as they would normally expect but around
  the point of impact, creating a series of parallel lines. Pathologists now call this the tramline bruising phenomenon, but at the time of James Bulgers killing, although it had
  been observed in one or two cases, little about it was known or understood. Dr Alan Williams, the pathologist in the case, then set out to investigate why the bruise marks had formed in these
  parallel lines. He was able to demonstrate to the court that tramline bruising occurs where tissue is soft with little or no muscle to support it. The blow compresses the blood vessels in the skin,
  forcing the blood to the margins of the impact area so the bruise reflects the outline of the object which caused it, rather than the shape of the object itself.


  When the case came to court jurors were given the photograph of James, his face in profile, the pattern of bruising clearly visible on the babyish curve of his right cheek. The forensic
  scientist Philip Rydeard explained how he had traced these marks, then overlaid them on to a photograph of the brogues worn by Robert Thompson on the day of the killing. The marks were a perfect
  fit and all of the measurements tallied. In another exhibit, the prominent D-shaped rings and laces had been drawn over the photograph of the dead childs face.


  Photographs of mannequins employed to recreate the point of contact between shoe and cheek provided further evidence. They suggested that Robert Thompson had approached his victim from behind to
  deliver a kick as James was in a prone or semi-prone position, either kneeling or stumbling down. To Detective Superintendent Albert Kirby this was the crucial piece of evidence against Robert
  Thompson: It showed the violence he had used towards James. To make those marks the foot had to wrap around the face, it had to be a strong kick, and that was the damning part and he
  couldnt get away with it. Those bruises proved he wasnt an innocent onlooker but an active participant.


  During the trial it was suggested by the defence that the tramline bruises could have been caused if Robert Thompson had tripped over James body in an effort to get away, but Dr Williams
  replied that the force used to create the pattern of marks had to be considerable.


  In lectures to senior detectives at the Police Staff College at Bramshill in Hampshire, Albert Kirby has highlighted how the bruising to Jamess face was caused. As a result, the marks on
  other murder victims have been identified and evidence of the tramline bruising phenomenon has been brought in at least two other murder trials where the victims had been kicked to
  death. In his lectures Detective Superintendent Kirby also draws attention to the lack of blood evidence on Thompson and Venables. As he explains: I have found through investigating the
  death of James and other killings that you can be close, or even in direct contact with a victim and get little blood on your clothing. This can be due to the position you are standing in, the
  direction of the blows, and the wind.


  The jury found both Robert Thompson and Jon Venables guilty of the murder of James Bulger, and they were detained in separate secure childrens units for eight years until their release in
  June 2001. Both have been given new identities and any reporting of their whereabouts is banned by order of the court. No motive for the killing was ever given by either boy in the course of the
  investigation or the month-long trial; what drove them to abduct, torture and murder James remains a mystery to this day.


  As Jon Venables lawyer Lawrence Lee put it on the day the trial concluded: We still havent got the full story of what happened on that railway line and we may never get from
  them the truth of who did what. Both boys, though, were  as police suspected  guilty of the killing of James, and the marks on his poor battered little face were an indelible
  testimony.


  
    
  


  DEATH OF A PAGEANT QUEEN


  (JonBenet Ramsey, 1996)


  Gaby Wood


  No witnesses, no OJ-style bloody glove, no confession: just a small girls body covered by a blanket in the basement of her familys home, a bizarre handwritten
  ransom note and an extraordinary cast of suspects. The savage killing of JonBenet Ramsey in Boulder, Colorado, at Christmas 1996, was only ever going be solved by the most careful forensic
  examination, but even now  more than 10 years on  experts are unsure whether enough physical evidence, including body fluids, fingerprints, hair, fibres and handwriting, survives to
  determine conclusively who sexually assaulted and strangled the six-year-old beauty queen, the youngest child of John and Patsy Ramsey. The case fascinates from the forensic science perspective
  because so many basic questions remain unanswered and so many possibilities still exist about what really happened in the Ramsey house that Christmas night. Ten years on, the killing continues to
  grip America. The British journalist Gaby Wood (b. 1971) read French at Cambridge University and is now based in New York, from where she contributes to the Observer and Guardian
  newspapers in London. In the summer of 2006 she visited Colorado to meet the investigators still trying to solve one of the most notorious US murders of the 20th century.


  The house on 15th Street isnt quite the house it used to be. Indeed, some effort has been made to claim that it no longer exists at all. Five years ago, the number was
  officially changed from 755 15th Street to 749. There is no 755 any more. The owners are anxious to sell it, says the estate agent in charge of the empty mansion. Its
  been on the market for a while. The house has five bedrooms and seven bathrooms. Its in a wealthy part of what is often referred to as a perfect town, just by the
  university campus and near the foot of the Rocky Mountains. The views are breathtaking. Nevertheless, I suggest, perhaps at $1.5m its too expensive. Oh, its worth the money by
  far, says the estate agent. Its worth $2m. Its just that theres some history that has to be sorted out by whoever buys it . . . He tapers off, then adds:
  But I mean, its been sold three times since the event.


  At 1.05 p.m. on Boxing Day 1996, the body of six-year-old beauty queen JonBenet Ramsey was found by her father in the basement of this house in Boulder, Colorado. Her arms had been pulled up
  over her head and tied together at the wrists. A broken paintbrush had been used to tighten a garrotte around her neck. Her skull was severely fractured, but there was no blood. Her mouth was
  covered with duct tape. Her body showed signs of sexual abuse. She was blue, rigid, half-wrapped in a blanket, and stuck to the blanket was a pink Barbie doll nightie. John Ramsey pulled off the
  duct tape, untied some of the cord, picked up his daughter and ran, screaming, up the stairs. He put her down in the front hallway, at the base of the Christmas tree. His wife, Patsy, threw herself
  over the childs body and cried: Jesus, you raised Lazarus from the dead, please raise my baby!


  The police had arrived early that morning. They had been called at 5.52 a.m., 20 minutes after Patsy had woken up and found a three-page hand written ransom note at the foot of the stairs (the
  Ramseys were up early; they were due to leave for Michigan in their private plane at 7 am). Strange as the ransom note was  long, literate, over-familiar, written with a pen and paper found
  in the kitchen and demanding a ransom that was the exact amount of John Ramseys Christmas bonus  it was taken at face value. The case was treated as a kidnapping. Police searched the
  house and found nothing. At 10 a.m., John went down to the basement: he found a window open and broken. Beneath it stood a suitcase on the floor. He closed the window and went back upstairs.


  People were anxiously milling about, waiting for the kidnappers to call. Along with police officers, John and Patsy Ramsey had been joined by two sets of friends  the Whites and the
  Fernies  and Reverend Hoverstock, the Ramseys pastor. Their nine-year-old son, Burke, was taken to a friends house. Priscilla White started cleaning the kitchen, not thinking
  she might be destroying evidence. Just before one oclock Detective Linda Arndt dispatched John Ramsey and his friend Fleet White to search the house again. And that was when, in the
  labyrinthine basement, behind a door that had been bolted shut, John found his daughter. White, who was a few feet behind him and claimed to have searched that room earlier, felt sure Ramsey had
  shouted, Oh my God! before turning on the light.


  Linda Arndt called headquarters and revised the initial report. It was not a kidnapping. It was a homicide. And the evidence had been smeared and left lying all over the place.


  JonBenet Ramseys was the only murder in Boulder that year. None of the Boulder police detectives who went on to investigate the case had ever dealt with a murder before, and this was the
  day after Christmas. The coroner didnt get there until after 8 p.m., and by the time he performed the autopsy the following morning, he was unable to determine the time of death. Within
  days, this was to become one of the most infamous murders of the 20th century. Pandemonium descended on the house, and on Boulder. One TV channel alone sent 20 people. Money started flying around
   supermarket tabloids were offering to hire informants for vast sums and trying to buy copies of the ransom note for tens of thousands of dollars. A photo-lab technician stole autopsy
  photographs and sold them to The Globe newspaper. In 1996, 804 children were murdered in America. But the country didnt care about any of them as much as it cared about JonBenet.


  A high metal fence now cuts across the front lawn of 749 15th Street, and fortifies the entire property. Recently planted trees shade the mock-Tudor building from potential voyeurs. At the back
  of the house is a public alleyway that runs the length of the block. Local kids used to ride their bikes here, and if you look up youll see a sign, a little obscured by overgrown branches:
  Children At Play. Ten years ago, you used to be able to walk right into the Ramseys back yard. Now, where the fence has been erected, a large, indelible letter has been carved
  deep into the bark of a big old tree. A capital letter for the capital crime that refuses to be forgotten: M.


  Ill always remember that day. Shortly after dinner I got a call from my office saying that there was this kidnapping situation at a home in Boulder, nearby, and could I get over
  there. Charlie Brennan is a reporter for the Rocky Mountain News. He was the first journalist to arrive at the Ramsey home on December 26, and he is perhaps the only one who has
  followed the story consistently for the past 10 years. In 1997, Brennan teamed up with Lawrence Schiller, who had written a bestseller about O.J. Simpson, and conducted almost 600 interviews for a
  book that was to become the most authoritative on the Ramsey case, Perfect Murder, Perfect Town. Over breakfast in downtown Denver, he recalls those first days.


  Before I left home I called one source I had at the DAs office, and I was told that yes, its a kidnapping, and the child is inside the home. And I thought, these facts do
  not belong in the same sentence. It sounded like the craziest kidnapping Id ever heard of, and my source agreed, and said it did not add up.


  Statistically speaking, in cases where a childs body is found in the family home, the culprit is almost always a family member perpetrator. Early on the morning of the 26th,
  when the Ramsey case was thought to be a kidnapping in a wealthy neighbourhood, the Ramseys were treated as victims. As soon as the body was found, they became prime suspects. Except that they were
  never exactly declared to be suspects  the foggy phrase under the umbrella of suspicion was used. Police, however, appeared to have made up their minds. They thought, in the
  words of one ex-officer, that it was a slam-dunk case, and they would question people with the opening line: The Ramseys say you did it. You dont say that to someone who
  could possibly be a suspect! When you focus on the Ramseys, you taint whatever youre going to get from other people.


  But the press went with them. It wasnt long before the police leaked the following: there were no footprints in the snow, and no signs of forced entry. The garrotte was an unusual method
  of strangulation, though one which was common in the Philippines, where John Ramsey had once been stationed at a naval base. The geography of the house was so complicated youd have to be
  extremely familiar with it to know which was JonBenets room and how to get to the basement. Both John and Patsy Ramsey told police that Burke was not awake when they called 911, but when the
  tape was analyzed a third voice was heard in the background, and it sounded like Burke. Midway through the afternoon, John Ramsey insisted that he had to catch a plane. The ransom note, with its
  mysteriously precise sum and in-joke about John Ramseys good southern common sense (Ramsey was not from the south, Patsy was; that he had a more southern
  character than she had was a family joke), was so long it was referred to by one FBI profiler as the War and Peace of ransom notes. Clearly, whoever had written it on the
  Ramseys notepaper had no fear of being caught in the act.


  Charlie Brennan arrived to find a macabre scene. Patsy Ramseys over-the-top Christmas decorations were still in place  red and white striped candy canes dotted along the walkway,
  white lights around the doorframe, an illuminated Santa in a sled on the snow-strewn front lawn. And all around the house, crime scene investigation tape, investigators vans, police cars.
  There was only one other reporter there that night and Brennan thought: Where is everyone? When the body was brought out, he remembers thinking, Thats the most bizarre
  name. And I thought: this is going to be an unusual case.


  Eventually, other details emerged which competed with the original picture. Though there was no sign of forced entry, there was that small broken window into the basement that had been left
  open. Though there were no footprints in the snow, there was no snow on the part of the lawn that would need to be crossed to get in through the window. There was a footprint near the body left by
  a Hi-Tec boot. There was a latent handprint on the doorframe that didnt match any of the Ramseys. If you looked closely, there were marks on the childs back and neck that were
  consistent with the use of a stun gun. The garrotte was viciously tightened: would a parent kill their child that way?


  When I had just come to Boulder, says Brennan, my editors explained to me that its an unusual community  its described as 27 square miles surrounded by
  reality. They said, We want you to look into the only in Boulder story. The kind of story that couldnt happen anywhere else. Well, this is the only in
  Boulder murder. Were talking about a murder that occurred on Christmas night in which Santa Claus is actually a suspect. You cant make that up.


  For those committed to the intruder theory, there was no shortage of strange characters, though none was ever charged. Bill McReynolds had played Santa at the Ramseys Christmas party
  three days earlier, for the third year in a row. He had been given a tour of the house, so he would have been familiar with its complicated geography, and he had written JonBenet a Christmas card
  saying that Santa would be giving her a special present after Christmas. It was found in her rubbish bin after her death. On the very same day in 1974  Boxing Day 
  McReynoldss nine-year-old daughter had been abducted with a friend, and had witnessed the sexual molestation of her friend. No suspects were ever found. In 1976, McReynolds wife Janet
  had written a play in which a young girl is molested, tortured, murdered and left in a basement. Bill McReynolds died in 2002.


  Other suspects cropped up: there was Gary Oliva, a convicted sex offender who had been seen hanging around the alleyway at the back of the house. He had spent time in prison for raping a
  seven-year-old girl in Oregon, and talked about making bacon out of a little girls skin. In March 1997, a tip came in about Oliva: he had called a friend on 26 December and sobbed
  hysterically, saying he had done something terrible to a little girl. A year later, he attended JonBenets memorial service. Four years later, two weeks before Christmas, he was arrested on
  the Colorado University campus for trespassing. The policeman who made the arrest searched his backpack and found a stun gun, a photo of JonBenet and an ode to her.


  Chris Wolf, a freelance journalist, became a suspect when his girlfriend called the police and said he had stormed out of the house on Christmas night and come back the following morning, with
  muddy clothes. He became furious when he saw news reports of JonBenets death on TV. The ransom note was signed S.B.T.C; Wolf had a sweatshirt bearing those initials 
  they stood for Santa Barbara Tennis Club. He had written an article about John Ramseys company, Access Graphics, and may have had access to information about his bonus. He was a friend of
  Bill McReynolds. The theory that there was more than one intruder has been seriously considered.


  But the suspect who looked most likely was dead within two months of the murder. Michael Helgoth seemed to have shot himself the day after District Attorney Alex Hunter announced they were
  closing in on the killer. But this, too, began to look like murder. Helgoth was right-handed, but the trajectory of the fatal bullet went from left to right. In Helgoths apartment were found
  a pair of Hi-Tec boots, a stun gun, a baseball cap with the letters SBTC on it, and a videotape of a news story about the unsolved kidnap and murder of a six-year-old girl. If there
  were two assailants, could the other have silenced this one?


  On New Years Day 1997, Patsy Ramsey went on CNN. Hold your babies close, she said. Theres a killer out there.


  Ten years on, the case is still open.


  Judith Phillips had known the Ramseys since before they moved to Boulder. They had lived in Atlanta together, Patsy had been a colleague of Judiths then husband, the two women had been
  pregnant at the same time. Burke Ramsey and Lindsey Phillips were born a month apart.


  Judith, a photographer, now lives in Denver with Tom Doc Miller, a wild-eyed, electric-haired lawyer, private investigator and handwriting expert who she met through the Ramsey
  case. Miller is trying to find a publisher for his book about JonBenets death. By way of introductory warning, he tells me that everyone who has written about JonBenet has profited from her
  death. Every drop of her blood has been sold! Theres not enough blood in that girls body to pay for all the ink thats been spent on her.


  Judith brings down a black and white photo she took of Patsy, Burke and JonBenet in the year before the murder. It haunts a lot of people, she says. A lot of people have
  said they see a lot of evil in Patsys eyes. She pauses and fiddles with that opinion for a second. Im too close to it, I dont know.


  In the photograph, Patsy is wearing a dramatically ruffled cream blouse; Burke is seated on her right; JonBenet is draped over her left shoulder, looking at the camera with hooded, seductive,
  melancholic eyes. It is the pose of a much older woman, a worn-out temptress, and she is heavily made-up with great sweeps of powder and shadow and dark, Fifties eyeliner. Later, when pictures of
  JonBenet as a miniature prom queen began to circulate in the supermarket tabloids, John Ramsey would say that they had been retouched. Yet here was the black and white truth of how Patsy wanted her
  children to be seen.


  In the year of her death, JonBenet Ramsey had been crowned Little Miss Colorado. She had also been Americas Royale Little Miss, National Tiny Miss Beauty, and Colorado State All-Star Kids
  Cover Girl, among others. In her youth, Patsy had been crowned Miss West Virginia, and so had her sister Pam. A special display case was made to house JonBenets pageant trophies. Once, when
  Judiths daughter Lindsey Phillips asked JonBenet about these, she said: Theyre not really mine. Theyre more my moms trophies. JonBenet was dressed in
  outfits reminiscent of a Vegas showgirl; she wore tiaras and lipstick; her hair was lightened and curled; she was taught to dance provocatively. She was an icon of cross-dressing  crossing
  from girl to woman, from child to plaything. The month after her death, a photographer named Randy Simons, who had been hired by the Ramseys in June 1996 to take photographs of JonBenet in her
  pageant clothes, sold his JonBenet portfolio to Sygma Photo Agency for $7,500. A year later, he was arrested for walking naked in the street, crying, I didnt kill JonBenet! He
  was hospitalized, and not considered a suspect.


  Judith was out of town when the murder took place  which was just as well, she now says, because I would have been blamed. They blamed everybody. They blamed Fleet White 
  their best friend! When we came back to Boulder, nobody was talking to each other  everybody was afraid to discuss anything with anybody. I felt like I was in a Robert Ludlum novel.
  Gradually, many of the Ramseys friends fell away in the swell of suspicion. The Ramseys fought with the Whites at JonBenets funeral; the Whites urged the governor to appoint an
  independent prosecutor.


  Its a sickening, sickening, sickening thing! Doc Miller starts to shout. That little girl was murdered. And billions of dollars have been spent covering up her
  murder, unfortunately, by the press. Youre as guilty as that woman if you print the goddam intruder theory. Youre just taking more blood out of her. Youll come out of here with
  blood on your hands, Gaby!


  Judith gives me a copy of her latest coffee-table book, uncannily entitled Scream, Baby, Scream, and takes me into every room of the house but one. Glancing into this last, I see two rows
  of Sig-Sauer rifles, laid side by side on a double bed. There are so many guns that not an inch of bedspread is visible beneath.


  One of the most immediately striking aspects of the Ramsey investigation was the dispute that broke out between the police department and the DAs office. The police detectives were led by
  Steve Thomas, who believed that Patsy had accidentally killed JonBenet in a bedwetting incident, and that the Ramseys had then staged it to look like a murder. The DAs office called out of
  retirement a legendary investigator from Colorado Springs, who had solved over 200 homicide cases: Lou Smit. Smit believed the Ramseys were innocent, that an intruder had entered the house and lain
  in wait in a nearby bedroom. He could be found, Smit thought, if DNA evidence was carefully considered. Foreign DNA was found under JonBenets fingernails: I think she got a piece of
  her killer, Smit said.


  Two weeks after the murder, the results of a DNA test came back to the police. A drop of JonBenets blood found in her underpants was mixed with the DNA of a Caucasian male, and no member
  of the Ramsey family was a match. It was six months before that report reached the DAs office. In August 1998, Steve Thomas resigned from the police department over the way the Ramsey case
  had been handled. In September 1998, Lou Smit resigned from the DAs office on the same grounds.


  In 1999, just before the grand jury was about to be sworn in, the internationally recognized forensic expert Henry Lee was brought in. Yes, he suggested, the DNA in the underpants was not the
  Ramseys, but who was to say it was the murderers? It could have been left there at any time, from the point of manufacture onwards.


  They were going to test all the Bloomingdales factory workers in Hong Kong, until they realized it wouldnt have made any difference, says Bob Grant, former District Attorney
  for Adams County and adviser to the grand jury. I can make the whole argument  it came from the factory, it came from the cleaners, it came from the pants being placed in a hamper
  with other clothes that had other foreign DNA on them  it could have come from any number of places. But as a prosecutor, Ive got to prove beyond a reasonable doubt. And foreign male
  DNA mixed with her blood in her underpants: thats reasonable doubt, by definition.


  The grand jury voted not to indict the Ramseys. At this point, for the prosecutors, the case was over  it was, as Grant realized early on, an unprosecutable case. But the
  public battles continued. Steve Thomas wrote a book that laid the blame squarely on Patsy, and the Ramseys wrote a book listing other suspects. Both came out in 2000. The Ramseys sued Thomas, and
  settled. That year, Chris Wolf, one of the suspects listed in the Ramseys book, sued them for defamation. But in order to prove his own innocence, he had to prove Patsys guilt. In
  dismissing the case, federal judge Julie Carnes said that the evidence presented in that civil case suggested an intruder was more likely to have committed the crime than Patsy. In the Ramsey camp,
  it was widely thought this meant they had been cleared.


  It has been pointed out even by those who once suspected them that in the past 10 years the Ramseys have not behaved as guilty people might. They wrote a book, which locked them into a version
  of the story; they sued Steve Thomas, which could have brought them into a courtroom; in 2004, John Ramsey ran for the state legislature in Michigan, where they now live  why would a guilty
  man do that knowing the scrutiny to which politicians are routinely subjected? And from time to time, when they pass through Boulder, the Ramseys meet with the DA to find out how the investigation
  is coming along. Those who have been in touch with them recently say the Ramseys are devastated and broke. Theyve been badgered and kicked and everything else, said one
  acquaintance. They were contacted for this story, but remained silent.


  I meet Michael Tracey in a place he refers to as his downtown office  a bar called the Hungry Toad, which is owned by a Brit and is the only place in Boulder where you can
  buy a pint of bitter. Tracey is a professor of journalism at the University of Colorado; he has made three documentaries about the Ramsey case, is currently at work on a book about it, and has the
  ear of John and Patsy Ramsey, in whose innocence he firmly believes. He arrives with a manila envelope and tells me knowingly that he feels very close to solving the case. He cant say why,
  but he tells me that the DNA from JonBenets underpants has now been tested accurately enough to be logged in the FBI system. Which means that anyone in any part of the country who has
  committed any crime for which a DNA sample is taken will automatically be cross-checked. Any day now, the FBI may find a match.


  This was not a staging, Tracey says, pulling a photograph of JonBenets neck out of his envelope. This was a vicious attack. Theres no question in my mind now
  that someone came in who kind of knew them, who got off on little girls, extremely violent. She was asphyxiated  that begins to explain why theres no blood in the head  and
  hes getting off on this. I think they wanted to play with her. I think it was a very sick game by a very sick person.


  JonBenets death gripped America, Tracey suggests, because it had everything going for it: Sex, sleaze, the rich father, the American dream gone bad . . . It was a combination of
  voyeurism, resentment, anger, irrationality, a cultural viciousness. It was Greek  a lot of people focused on it as a kind of catharsis.


  Where is the catharsis, I ask, if the case is unsolved?


  Its in the hate. Hate the Ramseys, you feel better. This was pretty close to a conspiracy.


  When Tracey pulled the image out of the manila envelope, I thought it was one I had already seen  a close-up of JonBenets neck, designed to show the garrotte and the marks thought
  to have been made by a stun gun. But I noticed Tracey only pulled half the picture out of the envelope. The photographs I had seen were not close-ups but crops of this one. On instinct, I reached
  for the photo and pulled it out a little further. JonBenets face came into view. She was lying down, and shot in profile. Her mouth was slightly open, her eyes were closed. If the photo had
  been in black and white, so that her skins bluish tinge was invisible, you might have thought that she was merely asleep  until your eyes were drawn down to the fine blonde hair
  trapped under the cord with which she had been strangled.


  I looked at this photograph only briefly; in an unforeseeable split second I felt suddenly, swimmingly sick. Traceys voice became background noise. Come on, I told myself, youre
  not squeamish. But back she came, the seemingly sleeping child. I started to sweat.


  Later, I realized what it was about the photo that had haunted me: it was so ordinary. Over the course of many conversations, Id become accustomed to hearing of the garrotted
  neck, the fingernails, the blood in the underpants; these things were never hers. And the infamous pageant photos, haunting in their own perverse, made-up way,
  put her at several removes from herself. So in our minds she seems to have gone from icon to crime-lab fodder without passing through the most obvious and fundamental incarnation. I expected her
  body to look unrecognizable in some way, to be bloody or obscured or overly clinical. The last thing I expected it to be was what she was: a little girl.


  The sign on Frank Coffmans door reads: The Crypt. Ring twice for best results. Coffman makes horror masks for a living. He lives a few blocks away from the Ramseys
  old house, and first became interested in the case because he lived nearby. Ten years ago, he was a regular Columbo, bumbling around, discovering where the cord and duct tape had been bought,
  befriending every nanny and cleaning person who had ever worked for the Ramseys. He has photographs and floor plans of the house. He has samples of Patsys handwriting. A lot of people
  thought I had a kind of encyclopedic knowledge of the case, he says, on the phone.


  Later, as he leads me into his apartment, Coffman tells me he likes murder mysteries. I like books about the Lindbergh case, things like that. I know everything about the Kennedy
  assassination  thats pretty obvious really, when you look at the evidence. The Ramsey case has a lot of curlicues  its still puzzling, even if you think you know who did
  it.


  As we wander down Boulders central shopping street towards a coffee shop, Coffman tells me of a parade JonBenet took part in here just before the murder. She was dressed up as
  Little Miss Christmas, or something like that. It was a tradition  the previous year she had sailed down the high street as Shirley Temple, singing The Good Ship
  Lollipop. Then Coffman stops and tells me something that became lost as soon as the media frenzy began. She wasnt famous in Boulder, you know, he says. I never
  heard of her before the murder. You get the impression that she was some kind of celebrity here. She was totally just another kid. Even though she was in that parade, nobody knew her. Its
  not like she was a target for a stranger. Her name never appeared in the newspaper before her murder. Her mother maybe wanted her to become famous, and maybe she was famous on the pageant circuit,
  but who the hell even was aware of that? Well, he adds more slowly, shes famous now.


  I come back to my hotel and leave a message for Lou Smit. Ive tried him through the DAs office for months without success, but now I have a number for his home in Colorado Springs
  and, although its late, I cant get out of my mind the idea that so much of this hangs on him, whichever way you look at it.


  If some of Smits former colleagues are to be believed, he was swayed by his own religious convictions into believing the Ramseys were innocent. District Attorney Alex Hunter later said
  Smit got too close. Bob Grant, who had worked with Smit on a number of difficult homicide cases in Colorado Springs, says that in the Ramsey case people thought Lou was set up. The first
  time he met the Ramseys there was some kind of prayer group or something, and Lous a very religious man. He got more so during his employment in Boulder. Patsy asked him to pray with them at
  the house  it felt natural to Lou. It should not have. Im not saying it coloured his objectivity, but it certainly lends itself to that appearance.


  On the other hand, here was a man who had solved over 200 homicide cases, while the detectives in Boulder had not even investigated one
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  BLOOD IN THE BASEMENT
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