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Chapter 1 


Kansas City, Missouri 1910 
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“Gentlemen, have you reached a verdict?” 

“We have, Your Honor.” 

“How do you find?” 

“We, the jury, find the defendant, Doctor B. Clark Hyde, guilty of murder in the first degree as charged in the indictment, and we assess his punishment as imprisonment in the state penitentiary during his natural life.” 

Thus ended the trial of the century. 

Or did it? 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

Cordova, Tennessee 
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I stood in the attic after our last move and surveyed a dozen large boxes filled with documents and photos of our family history. It mattered to me that my parents wanted us to understand their lives, and those who came before. 

Dad was a saver. After his death, my sister Lindley and I inherited at least 200 years’ worth of seldom-seen items, including dad’s long blond curls from when he was 3 years old. It looked like a tell awaiting excavation. He even saved his baby teeth. This was going to take forever. 

My wife Sue and I met in college in San Diego and share common values and a strong faith. We’re best friends. With history, however, we’re opposites. I get goose bumps at the thought of Templar Knights, Egyptian tombs, and Civil War relics. I’ve been that way since elementary school. 

Sue’s response: “So, people lived then.”

She is perfect in every other way, of course, but I’ll admit that many people hold her views. 

The job ahead was to sort through old photos and love letters from WWII, and to make sense of who our family was and where we came from. I had already researched the family back to Roman times, but now was the time to investigate more recent relatives. Little did I know what the consequences would be. 

One Saturday morning, I rolled up my sleeves, went to the attic, and began my quest. At the bottom of a musty box, I came across a hardbound book entitled Crossroads of America - The Story of Kansas City. 

Knowing that my grandparents, on both sides of the family, were prominent residents of Kansas City, Missouri, I thumbed to the index and saw my great-grandparents and grandparents listed. 
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Chapter 3
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On mother’s side of the family, were the Twymans. Great- grandfather, Doctor George T. Twyman, and his son, Dr. Elmer D. Twyman, were part of an unbroken chain of physicians spanning 125 years in Independence, Missouri, the longest known in U.S. history. 

I don’t remember my grandfather, Elmer Twyman, very much. We have a photograph with my sister Lindley and me with Elmer and Leda, his wife, and my parents. I was about six or seven when it was taken. I remember the phone call we got in 1957 when I was 10. Elmer died from complications of Parkinson’s disease. I cried, but I don’t really have any other memories of him. 

In the index of Crossroads of America was a surprising reference to “The Trial of the Century,” the Swope murder trial in 1910. Great-grandfather Dr. George T. Twyman appeared to have been a key player in the drama.  

Move over O. J. Simpson. The charges against a Dr. Clark Hyde (no, there was no Jekyll) were numerous: three murders and at least nine poisonings.  

The victims were all members of Col. Thomas H. Swope’s family, the wealthiest landowner in Kansas City. He donated the massive Swope Park to the city, one of the largest public city parks in America. Col. Swope was a recluse, a savvy businessman, and a real estate developer. He built a stately mansion on Pleasant Street, where he lived with his extended family. 

According to the story, my great-grandfather, Doctor George Twyman, was to testify against a Dr. Bennett Clark Hyde. Dr. Twyman was the Swope family physician. Sadly, great grandfather Twyman died a few days before the trial.

The motive ascribed to Dr. Hyde, who was married to a Swope daughter, was to eliminate Col. Swope and his relatives before he changed his will. This would leave Dr. Hyde and his wife the major beneficiaries of the colonel’s vast fortune. I wondered what my great-grandfather knew that made him a witness.  

“Time for dinner,” Sue announced. This seemed like a good time to share what I had just read. 

Opening my iPad, I read her one comment I’d found about the case from the book, Deaths on Pleasant Street.  

“What a Gaborieau (a French detective author) or a Conan Doyle might have done with such material may be left to the imagination. Here was a plot, the elaboration of which, in fictional form, might have produced the world’s greatest detective story, though it would have taken a Poe to do full justice to a mind that could conceive the use of germ cultures to commit murder.” * Deaths on Pleasant Street 

Sue smiled and said, “Well, as much as I find history to be dull, that’s fascinating. Can you find out more about how your great-grandfather was involved?”

“You read my mind,” I grinned. “I’ll keep you posted.” 
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Swope Mansion 

Pleasant Street,  

Kansas City, Missouri  

1910 
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“Doctor Twyman, if you don’t confront Dr. Hyde today, all the nurses will resign and leave immediately. The evil in this home is directly because of the malevolent purposes of Dr. Hyde, and we nurses won’t stay any longer. It’s either him or us. Tell us by the end of the day tomorrow.” * 

With a heavy heart, Dr. George Twyman left the home and drove his buggy a mile and a half to the office of Dr. Clark Hyde. For weeks now, against all his instincts to believe the best of another physician who had sworn an oath to ‘do no harm,’ George believed the nurses were correct. * 

Unaccounted seizures, resulting in death, and many unexplained cases of typhoid fever had aroused the suspicions of many. That any individual could be responsible was beyond his comprehension, and yet? Arriving in the late evening, Dr. Twyman knocked at the door of Hyde’s office. With a surprised but welcoming smile, Clark greeted George. 

Dr. Twyman began quickly, “Doctor Hyde, the matter I have to talk to you about tonight is very delicate and I am very loath to do so, but I don’t know any way around it. I have studied the matter over, and from the standpoint of duty there is nothing to do but tell you the nurses are up in arms and are going to leave the Swope home unless you go. I have an idea that you are the cause of all the trouble there. They refuse to stay any longer if you stay in the house. They also believe that you have inoculated the family with the typhoid germ.”   

With a rather inexplicably dispassionate gaze, Dr. Hyde agreed to do as he was asked. “Thank you, Dr. Twyman, for doing the ‘manly thing’ in sharing this bitter news.” That night, Dr. Hyde and his wife packed up their belongings and left the Swope mansion, where they were living during the illnesses, to their own home in Kansas City. * * all quotes are from the book Deaths on Pleasant Street  
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Cordova, Tennessee
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Over the next several weeks, life interrupted my research. Stuffed next to old family Bibles and scrapbooks were a handful of letters from great-grandfather Twyman to his son Elmer, my grandfather. 

The last letter I read really got my attention. 

Elmer, my dear boy, I must confess that the matters concerning my testimony in the upcoming trial of Dr. Hyde weigh heavily on my heart. As painful as it is to admit, I am convinced of his guilt. Imagining how a fellow physician could behave in such a horrific way over money is almost more than I can comprehend. Almost! 

When I finally confronted Dr. Hyde months before they indicted him, I saw condescension, and a sinister attitude toward me personally. It was a fleeting expression in his otherwise stoic attitude. I am afraid it must be the strain which has worsened my diverticulitis, though it seems somehow different from past flare-ups.  

You are more up-to- date in this field, so perhaps you have some thoughts on the matter. Let’s confer when we meet next. Your Loving Father, George. 

Having some education in anatomy and medicine, something bothered me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. It required a little research. In the book about the trial, I saw one poison Dr. Hyde was accused of using was Strychnine.  

Then I found this comment online: “Small doses of Strychnine administered over time to someone with diverticulitis would be fatal, especially to older people.” A chill went down my spine, because I knew from the book that Dr. Twyman was in close contact with Dr. Hyde and they shared meals together throughout the many weeks of illness in the Swope home. Also, his son Elmer, my grandfather, was in the home as an extra physician when needed. Surely Dr. Hyde knew of George’s diverticulitis.  

The manner of Dr. Twyman’s death concerned me, aside from the fact he was my great-grandfather. They hospitalized him to undergo surgery for his condition shortly after George’s letter to Elmer was written. The surgery was reported to be a success, and he was recovering well when he suddenly died. The Kansas City Times, a leading newspaper, stated that “he succumbed to a poisoned condition of the blood caused by paralysis of the liver.” *  

Was it possible that Dr. Hyde realized George’s potential testimony at the trial could be a major problem for him? Did Dr. Hyde murder my great-grandfather? 

Staring at the pond across from our home, I speculated about the possibility of an autopsy of Dr. Twyman. Having died in 1910, my suspicions would never be enough to petition for that, and time would likely have removed all evidence. Or would it? Modern scientific techniques just might give an answer. What a fanciful idea, I thought, and put it out of my mind.  

My attention was diverted when the doorbell rang, followed by the frantic barking of our Bichon Frise, Piko, as he slammed himself against the front door. Why we have a doorbell at all is a mystery to me. (Piko means “belly button” in Hawaiian, in case you were wondering.)  

His yelps of joy gave away the identity of our guests. My son, Kent, and his wife, Danielle, always elicited this response. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?” I asked. 

“We just had a few spare moments, so we thought it would be fun to drop in,” Kent said. 

I told the kids, “You are just in time to hear what I’ve learned about your great, great-grandfather, Dr. George Twyman.” Eyes rolled, as they wondered what genealogic mischief I had gotten into now. I suppose I have a reputation in the family for too much enthusiasm about family history. However, once I shared my suspicions about Dr. Twyman’s death at the hands of Dr. Hyde, they were surprised.  

Kent said, “Well, Dad, check it out. You’ve never been shy about taking on new challenges.” 
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Chapter 4 
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The next few weeks were uneventful. Time to investigate murder and mayhem rarely presented itself, but in the back of my mind, the fate of my great-grandfather Twyman became an itch needing to be scratched. I can’t say exactly why I was so preoccupied with this. It was more than curiosity, but whatever else it was, I wasn’t sure. As unlikely a prospect as an exhumation and autopsy would be, I finally sat down at the computer and emailed the coroner’s office in Kansas City, Missouri. 

I told the coroner, Ms. Grace Kenyon, who I was and why I was writing. I ended with: 

Because the Swope murder trial was a national sensation, perhaps my unusual request might be considered, especially since one of your more illustrious citizens may also have been murdered by Dr. Hyde.  

I realize that an autopsy and toxicology exam would not be like finding King Richard III under a parking lot in England, which recently occurred, but as a Kansas City historical event, the Swope trial at the time was considered “The Trial of the Century.” 

With that email sent, I put great-grandfather Twyman out of mind. 

Yet another box awaited me in the attic, this one labeled “kitchen items.” What kitchen items were doing in a pile of family history documents made no sense. I pried off the tape, which must have been on the box for at least 50 years. 

No rolling pins, cheese graters, or frying pans. Stacked in piles, wrapped in twine, were tablets—what we now call blue books—containing essays and exam answers. On the top of each stack, written in black ink, was the name Elmer. 

Cutting the string off one stack, I read. What I had in hand were my grandfather’s writings on several topics, including Homer and Keats. 

Grandfather possessed a fine intellect, a dry sense of humor, and a somewhat irreverent slant on “famous” people. 

I grabbed a book of his poems that was also in the box and headed downstairs to dig a little deeper. Not being a great fan of poetry, I flipped through several pages when a slip of paper fell into my lap. The note read: “Elmer, we need to talk.” Harry. Little did I realize that this simple message would change our families’ lives forever. 
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