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In the summer of 1951, an old fashioned Showagon arrived in Halloran Park in Cleveland, Ohio carrying a handful of travelling performers. A beloved annual summer tradition promising entertainment for all ages, the city’s residents certainly considered it a show not to be missed. For one night, a park usually thought to be relatively unsafe became a hub of applause and activity as over one and a half thousand people crowded into the make-shift arena on the evening of August 24. Attendees knew they were in for a special treat. Excitement crackled in the air, and it was sure to be a night the theatre lovers of Cleveland would never forget. Unfortunately, this night would haunt the city for decades to come for all of the wrong reasons. 

Beverly Rose Potts was born in Cleveland on April 15, 1941 to Robert and Elizabeth Potts. She lived in the same modest house on Linnet Avenue in Cleveland her whole life in a peaceful area near to Halloran Park with her parents and twenty-two-year-old sister, Anita. Due to enter the fifth grade at Louis Agassiz Elementary School in the fall of 1951, she cut her usually long blonde hair into a short bob during the summer, framing her small face and big blue eyes. She was a shy and quiet girl but had a passion for performing arts and theatre. This was an infatuation that likely stemmed from her mother’s career as a dancer, and her father’s job as a stagehand in the theatre district. When the Showagon was set to arrive in the park which was situated just a three-minute walk away from the Potts’ home, Beverly pleaded with her parents to allow her to go. Halloran Park was generally considered to be dangerous to venture into alone, particularly after dark as the large trees that loomed around the grounds blocked out any light from the surrounding streetlamps. It was a well-known spot for vagrants to wander and find shelter, and the darkness covered all kinds of terrible secrets and shady dealings. But sympathising with her love of theatre and knowing she was a responsible child, Robert and Elizabeth Potts granted their daughter permission to go for the full duration of the show. 

Beverly was allowed to attend the Showagon event with her best friend and next-door neighbour, Patsy Swing. At 7pm, the two girls cycled to the park to watch the performance. However, when they arrived, they found the park was much too busy to safely weave their bikes through the bustling crowds while safely staying together as they had promised their parents. At 8pm, they returned to their homes to drop off their bikes, deciding to tackle the crowds on foot instead. The Potts waved the girls off as they walked back towards the park, unaware it was the last time they would ever see their youngest daughter. The two young friends arrived back at the Showagon just before 8.30pm. Patsy had promised her parents that she would return home before it got dark and suggested to Beverly that they leave together at roughly 8.45pm. But, entranced by the performers onstage and electricity in the crowd, Beverly longed for more than fifteen minutes of the show and decided she would take up her parent’s offer of allowing her to stay until the performance ended. Billed to end at 9pm, this would be too late for Patsy, so she reluctantly went home alone to avoid getting in trouble from her parents. She looked back to see her friend still happily part of the crowd, her attention fully focused on the stage. Just half an hour later, Beverly would be gone.

The show ran on longer than Beverly had expected, finishing at approximately 9.30pm. As the performers made their final bow and the crowds began to clear, a thirteen-year-old-boy who knew the Potts family watched as Beverly quickly walked across the park, recognising her distinctive gait as she tended to walk with her toes pointed outwards. She moved diagonally towards the north-eastern gate that exited to West 117th Street, just yards away from Linnet Avenue. This was known to be her quickest route home from the park. But Beverly didn’t return home. As it reached 10pm, Robert, Elizabeth and Anita grew concerned that they had not yet seen or heard from Beverly and took to Halloran Park and the surrounding streets to search for the ten-year-old girl. They scoured the area frantically for over an hour before returning home to notify the police. An urgent large-scale search was immediately launched. In the days that followed, police left no stone unturned as they canvassed nearby neighbours in a door-to-door campaign, investigated any vacant lots nearby, traced unfamiliar vehicles that had been seen passing through the neighbourhood, and even used a plane to survey open railway cars from the air. It was reported that inquiries into the girl’s disappearance were sent as far afield as Arizona and West Virginia. The public also rallied around the Potts family in what Cleveland News called “Cleveland’s most concentrated search in history.” Neighbours, fire fighters, Civil Air Patrol, boy scouts, employees from the city’s park and service division, and city service and property employees were amongst some of the groups that aided the police and Potts family in their search for young Beverly. In the days immediately following her disappearance, the AFL-Stagehands, the union which Robert Potts belonged to, offered a $1,500 reward for anyone who could provide clues or information that would lead to Beverly’s recovery. The tragedy of this young girl going missing so close to her home after such a wonderful summer event captured the attention of the media, gaining mass coverage in the state of Ohio, which ultimately led to the police receiving thousands of tips. They thoroughly combed through every lead they received, but unfortunately found no trace of the missing girl.

The biggest search in Cleveland’s history and first widely-known missing child case, Beverly’s disappearance touched a nerve in the city. Citizens who once left their doors open began to lock their doors at night, the city’s youngsters were under constant careful watch from their relatives, and parents held their children’s hands a little tighter while walking down the street. It was an outcome that would be felt in the city of Cleveland for decades to come. But the impact was undoubtedly most heavily felt by the Potts family. After a week, they released a public statement acknowledging the heart-breaking possibility of Beverly’s fate: “We have finally come to the realization we will never see our Beverly alive again. We urge whoever did this terrible thing to write or telephone to us, or the police, the location of Beverly’s body so that we can reclaim it and give her a decent Christian burial.” They never gave up their search, but tragedy struck the family again in 1956 – just five years after the disappearance – as Elizabeth Potts passed away, her death reportedly hastened by a broken heart over her daughter’s vanishing. Robert continued to search for his daughter alone, desperate to find her, but sadly died in 1970, never knowing his youngest daughter’s fate. 

Perhaps the most significantly impacted by the events was Anita Potts, Beverly’s big sister. It was widely acknowledged that Anita’s personal strength held the Potts family together in the devastating days and weeks following the disappearance. As neighbours, police officers, and well-meaning locals would arrive at the home to show their support, offer a shoulder or some home baking, and aid in the investigation, Anita was responsible for playing host and looking after her grieving parents. She displayed amazing strength for a young woman, but her daughter, Meg Roberts, would claim in a 2015 interview that “It affected her so deeply that we rarely talked about it ... she just wanted to get away from Cleveland. She said the memories were too horrible for her.” Anita did leave Cleveland less than a year after Beverly’s disappearance, returning to the city only once more in her lifetime to attend her father’s funeral. She found herself working for the US State Department, which gave her the opportunity to travel the globe, living a world away from Cleveland in France, Ethiopia, and Iran. She eventually met a US Marine, Robert Georges, whom she married. They had three children and lived happily together, but Anita was known to be very protective of her children, particularly her only daughter, who had memories of her mother being perhaps overly cautious when allowing her children to go out. Despite leaving Cleveland, Anita never gave up the search for her sister and aimed to keep her memory alive right up until she passed away at the age of seventy-seven in 2006 after a battle with cancer. Now, her daughter Meg continues the search for her long-lost aunt.

There were several leads in Beverly’s case, but unfortunately no trace of her has ever been found. Any suggestion of her family’s involvement was discounted almost immediately after the investigation began. Detectives found her life at home to be very happy and stable, giving them no reason to suspect that she had run away. Soon after the event, several witnesses came forward stating that they saw a girl who resembled Beverly speaking to two young men in a rusty old black 1937 Dodge coupe which had been seen cruising along West 117th Street sometime between 8.30 and 9.30pm. Although Beverly would have likely walked along West 117th Street to get home, so may have been approached by the boys in the car, no one saw the girl enter the vehicle. Likewise, Beverly was very shy and wary of speaking to people she was unfamiliar with, particularly males. Very aware of stranger danger, her family doubted that she would approach any men she didn’t already know and trust. Investigators deduced that it might have been possible that Beverly had been lured into a nearby house or car by someone she knew under the pretence that they needed help or by offering to walk her home in the dark. Despite her young age, Beverly often took on babysitting jobs, her responsible nature well known within the community, so police wondered if her captor had approached her under the pretence of needing a sitter or help with a child. Given Beverly’s shy nature around male strangers, they even considered that it may have been a woman who approached her, aiding in her kidnapping.

With the case receiving such wide media attention, the police received a huge number of false confessions. Just two months after Beverly went missing, a man called the Potts family demanding $25,000 ransom for the safe return of their daughter. As the police investigated this caller’s proposal further, they found it to simply be an opportunist looking to take advantage of a desperate family. Another man contacted the police in the immediate aftermath claiming to have hit Beverly with his car on the evening of her disappearance, but this also proved to be untrue. In 1955, a man named Harvey Lee Rush was picked up by police in California. A drifter originally from Cleveland, he told the officers who had arrested him that he had killed Beverly Potts after enticing her to a nearby bridge with candy. However, when questioned further, he claimed the murder had taken place in 1952 – one year too late. He was extradited to Cleveland, but withdrew his entire statement when he arrived, claiming he had used the tale as a means of securing a free journey to return to his home city. With no useful leads turning up, the police once again began to investigate the theory that Beverly could have been taken or killed by a neighbour or trusted local that she was familiar with. At the time of the original investigation, garages had simple dirt floors, meaning her body could have easily been hidden. A house-to-house neighbourhood search had been planned for 1951, but had to be cancelled due to a press leak. In 1973, one basement on Linnet Avenue was thoroughly searched in a house that had since been converted into an auto body shop, but no leads in connection to Beverly’s case were found. The garage floors in the area have since been paved over, making a mass search of the neighbourhood almost impossible today.

Suspects continued to present themselves well into the 1980s. Three decades after Beverly’s disappearance, James Fuerst and Robert Shankland, two retired Cleveland detectives who had originally been assigned to the case charged with finding the missing girl, claimed that they believed they had found the culprit in the 1970s. In 1974, the pair had received a tip from a local attorney. At the time, he was working with a client who had apparently stated his brother had confessed to abducting Beverly. Fuerst and Shankland tracked down the client’s brother and took him in for questioning. The man admitted that he lived near Halloran Park in the 1950s. Concerningly, he also revealed that he had a habit of approaching young girls in the park with the intent of molesting them. He had no specific memory of the night of August 24, 1951 but confessed that he would have so called “memory flashes” of the girls he had assaulted, one of whom he believed was called Beverly. Convinced this was the man behind the disappearance, the detectives pushed to arrest the man and formally charge him. However, the County Prosecutors’ Office refused to pursue the case, claiming there was not enough evidence to go after the man in question, despite having the man’s admission of guilt to child molestation in Halloran Park. Years later, Fuerst and Shankland remained adamant that their superiors had missed a significant chance to possibly find out what had happened to Beverly and return her – or her body – to her remaining family.

In 1988, William Henry Redmond was sentenced to serve time in prison for the 1951 murder of eight-year-old Jane Marie Althoff in Pennsylvania. An Ohio native with a history of child molestation convictions dating back as far as 1935, Redmond was questioned about other missing girl cases whilst in prison as he had been overheard boasting to a cellmate that he had killed three other little girls. He agreed to take a polygraph test about the disappearance of ten-year-old Connie Smith from Connecticut in 1952, which he passed. However, when he was questioned about Beverly Potts, he refused to make any kind of statement about her or her disappearance, leaning neither one way or the other. Detectives found that Redmond was in the Cleveland area in the summer of 1951. However, at the age of ten, Beverly would have been considerably older than Redmond’s previous victims. Unable to officially link Redmond to the case, investigators were once again led to a dead end.

Another potential lead appeared in 1994, this time in the shape of a letter which had been found hidden under a carpet in a house in Cleveland during home renovations by new owners. Detectives were certain they had finally found a lead in the now forty-year-old Beverly Potts case, as the letter appeared to be written by a woman who detailed catching her husband disposing of the young girl’s body in their furnace. The police were able to track down the woman who wrote the letter and brought her in to be formally questioned. Unfortunately, the investigators’ hopes were dashed once again as the woman admitted that the allegation was false. She had written the letter as part of a revenge fantasy, wanting to punish her husband for years of abuse towards her. However, this wasn’t the only mysterious letter to become linked to the Beverly Potts case. 

In 2000, The Plain Dealer reporter, Brent Larkin, received an unusual letter from someone claiming to be an elderly gentleman with information about what happened on the night of August 24, 1951. In the letter, this man stated he wanted to confess to molesting children, including Beverly. Claiming to be of ill health, the man wanted to come clean before his death to clear his conscience. In a public response to this letter, Brent Larkin said that it “leads you to believe that something’s going on that person’ mind, perhaps which could indicate remorse.” Larkin would receive three more letters over the course of a year, providing detailed and gruesome information about Beverly’s kidnap and murder. In the second letter, the author promised to send Larkin a sealed brown envelope containing even more grisly details, as well as solid evidence of his guilt. He claimed to have a rare coin that Beverly was known to carry on her person, and would include that as firm admission of his involvement. Larkin would receive this envelope and evidence after the unnamed gentleman’s death. In the third letter, the author vowed to turn himself in on August 24, 2001 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Beverly’s disappearance, stating that fifty years was long enough to live alone with his dark secret. Larkin was to meet him in Halloran Park, where the culprit would turn himself in. But August 24 came and went, and no one arrived to meet Larkin in the park. The reporter would receive one final letter from the unnamed gentleman, where he claimed he had been unable to attend, hinting that his poor health had led him to check into a nursing home, so would be unable to fulfil his promise of providing Larkin with the brown envelope or revealing himself before his death. Larkin’s belief that the man was repentant changed, and he considered the whole incident to be a cruel hoax.

Detective Bob Wolf was assigned to the Beverly Potts case in 2000 as Brent Larkin began to receive the anonymous letters. Wolf was born in 1958 and grew up in the house that backed onto the Potts family garden, so was incredibly familiar with the history of the case. He researched the letters obsessively, desperate to find a lead, but his extensive investigation proved fruitless, unable to uncover any clues as to who the author of these unsigned letters might be. But Bob vowed never to give up hope. In August 2015, over fifty years after the disappearance, Cleveland investigators and FBI officials put out a public call for new information. They had reportedly received a phone call in early August which provided them with a small amount of information that they considered to be hugely valuable, as the information provided by the unnamed caller proved to be accurate. They urged for the caller to contact them again via Crime Stoppers, offering a reward of $15,000 – over $12,000 more than the usual reward offered through the organisation. Their findings from this plea, and whether the caller returned their call for help, has not yet been made public, but it is evident that Beverly Potts remains in the forefront of Cleveland’s collective consciousness at all times.

Beverly Potts was an innocent young girl, attracted to the magic of theatre. The disappearance of the ten-year-old child – in her blue denim jeans, red turtleneck jersey, and navy blue poplin jacket – has become one of the most famous child abduction cases in the United States, and is known to be Cleveland’s most notorious missing persons case. The fear that grasped the public in 1951 remains evident today as parents who grew up hearing about the case continue to keep a close eye on their own children as they play in the park or on the street. The fear of a child being abducted just a few blocks from the warmth and safety of their home is heart-breaking. But the Potts family never gave up hope, and neither did the residents of Cleveland, Ohio. Although there have been no suspects definitively linked to the case, citizens of Cleveland continue to live in hope that Beverly will one day be found. Indeed, detective Bob Wolf hopefully reminded the public in an interview in 2015 that cadaver-sniffing dogs have been known to find remains through concrete, dating back to the Civil War, so the possibility of finding Beverly is not impossible. Beverly was never forgotten by her family, and a memorial marker dedicated to her stands next to the graves of her parents, Elizabeth and Robert. While a heartless criminal may have abducted the young girl, a strong commitment remains to solving the case behind the ten-year-old’s vanishing. Her story still grips the city of Cleveland, earning Beverly the loving nickname, “The Little Girl Clevelanders Can’t Forget.”  
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Rhonda Johnson and Sharon Shaw were two teenage girls murdered in 1971. But despite having had their lives taken so long ago, their case is still not satisfactorily solved. It’s a story that involves not just two girls being murdered so young, but a potentially innocent man imprisoned for over twenty years, a corrupt police force, a serial killer, and perhaps the wider context of the Texas Killing Fields murders.

The story of the twists and turns involved in finding justice for the two girls continues on until today. Michael Lloyd Self, the man who some believe to have been wrongly imprisoned for the murder of the two girls, has since died in prison of cancer. Because of his passing, and the difficulty that investigators have found in unearthing new evidence, it seemed unlikely that the full story will ever come out.

But not long ago, a revelation and a startling confession have brought Johnson and Shaw’s murders back into the limelight. Perhaps, at last, their families can discover the truth of their real killers.

Who were Rhonda Renee Johnson and Sharon Shaw?

Sharon Lynn Shaw was born in Mobile, Alabama to Hoyt Shaw and Mary Ann Collins on August 11th, 1957. Rhonda was born in Houston, Texas to Charles Johnson Sr. and Betty Huey on December 16th, 1956. Not much is known of their early lives, although by 1971 they were living next to one another in Webster, Texas, and were good friends. 

Both girls had finished with school for the year and were enjoying their time off together. The day of their disappearance began like many others that summer, with a day out on a pleasant morning. It was August 4th, 1971 and Johnson and Shaw wanted to take a day trip to Galveston, to Wix Ski School, and to visit Doug’s Surf and Dive Shop which was nearby. The area also had a Dairy Queen and a popular swimming school, making it very popular with the teenagers of the surrounding area. Given that it was summer, the girls would most likely have preferred to stay all day, but had promised their parents that they would be home by 1pm.

They hitched a ride with a family friend, who took them on the 30 mile journey to Galveston. Unfortunately for the girls’ parents, that morning would be the last that they would ever see of their children.

The afternoon came and went, and the girls didn’t call home to explain their absence. After they missed dinner that night, their parents began to call their friends to see if they’d heard from them, and called the neighbor who had given them a ride. None of their friends had heard a thing, and the last their neighbor had seen was when the girls had been dropped off at the skiing school and surf club. The girls were soon reported missing by their parents, who went in person to the local police department.

According to Raymond Wix, the owner of Wix Ski School, the girls didn’t stay long there that day. In conversation with the Webster Police Department, he had told them that they had headed off after being told that the ski boats weren’t running that day due to choppy waters. That was the last that we can say with certainty about the girls’ day.

It was in August that the pair crossed paths with the man who would end their lives, but it wasn’t until the beginning of 1972 that the girls’ bodies were found. Just after the New Year, two young men went fishing near Webster, Texas, their hometown. They came across a skull floating in the marsh, and one of the men wrapped it up in a towel, stowed it away and took it home. After sharing their find with the Harris County Sherriff, the skull was eventually identified as belonging to the missing Rhonda Johnson. 

This triggered a large scale search of Taylor Lake and the Bayou, which despite its size took until February 17th to find any more evidence. That day, another skull was found in a nearby drainage ditch, and soon more bones were found. They were identified as belonging to both girls. 

Michael Lloyd Self tried and convicted

While the girls’ bodies were discovered in early January, it was only in late May the same year that progress began on their case. The city council hired a new police chief that month, Don Morris, who brought with him a new
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