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Skid Row Stabber

In the 1970s, Los Angeles saw a spike in its crime rates, with the Center for Disease Control reporting a homicide rate of 23.0 per every 100,000. As the 1970s drew to a close, two high profile serial killer(s) cases had been sensationalized in the media, and residents were still reeling from the aftermath. The Hillside Strangler, actually two men, Kenneth Bianchi and Angelo Buono Jr., had strangled several women and dumped them in the Los Angeles hillside. They operated from 1977 to 1978. The Skid Row Slasher, Vaughn Greenwood, first killed in 1964, and after a 10-year stint in prison, he killed nine men, slashing their throats while they slept. Gang violence was also quickly rising, and law enforcement was scrambling to solve the cases piling up on their desks. Kirk Mellecker, a retired LAPD detective who worked on the Hillside Strangler case, recalled the surge in serial killings, “Los Angeles had some propensity for serial killers particularly in the 70s and 80s. It seemed like one after another. It was a great place for these types of people to stalk their prey.”

Since the 1930s, Skid Row had been occupied by the working poor, and as unemployment rates rose, the streets of Skid Row were home to alcoholics, and petty criminals. In the 70s, Skid Row was occupied by a large number of Vietnam veterans as well as heavy drug users. Coupled with the failing infrastructures in the area, poverty, and homelessness, Skid Row was considered one of the most dangerous places in Los Angeles. Recounting the state of the neighborhood, Mellecker stated, “Anything south of First and Second streets you wouldn’t go down there without a gun.” It was in these streets that the serial killer later dubbed the Skid Row Stabber claimed his victims, with the first victim discovered on October 23, 1978.

Victims

The body of 50-year-old Jesse Martinez, who worked as a cook, was found in the early morning hours on October 23, 1978. He had been stabbed, and his body left lying in an alley Fifth and Wall streets. Five days later, on October 29, the body of 32-year-old Jesse Cortez was found in an alleyway in the 300 block of East 3rd Street. The following day, October 30, 46-year-old Bruce Emmett Drake, a transient, was found stabbed to death in the 600 block of South Kohler Street. On November 4, 65-year-old J. P. Henderson was found stabbed to death on the sidewalk in the 500 block of West 7th Street. Five days later, on November 9, 39-year-old David Martin Jones was found dead on the Central Library walkway, 630 West 5th Street. Two days later, 57-year-old Francisco Perez Rodriguez was found dead in a parking lot, 416 South Main. Two victims were discovered a day later, on November 12. 36-year-old Frank Floyd Reed was found in a parking lot at 237East 5th Street, and 49-year-old Augustine E. Luna was found behind 448 South Main. Five days later, 34-year-old Jimmie White Buffalo, an Indian man, was found repeatedly stabbed in the upper torso with a long bladed knife. His body was found dumped in a parking lot at 320 South Main.

Police were convinced that two stabbings that occurred on Main and 3rd on November 19, 1978, were connected to the previous nine victims. 26-year-old Ricardo Seja and 27-year-old Jose Ramirez both survived separate knife attacks. On Thanksgiving Day, November 28, 1978, the body of 45-year-old Frank Garcia was discovered on a park bench outside the Los Angeles City Hall Mall, opposite Parker Center Police Headquarters. He had been stabbed 20 times, and his wallet lay empty beside his body. The last known victim of the Skid Row Stabber, 26-year-old Luis Alvarez, was found on January 21, 1979, at 415 Harlem Place.

Investigation and Arrest

Investigators were soon stumped by the investigation, as there seemed to be no clues at many of the scenes. The only concrete evidence was a palm print found on the bench next to Frank Garcia’s body, and a set of muddy shoeprints. However, with no suspects, it would prove difficult to find the killer. Investigators caught a lucky break when three transients walked into the police station with information about David Martin Jones’ murder. According to the three men, they had been getting ready to spend the night outside the downtown library when they were approached by a man who they believed was Jones’ killer. The three told police that the man was a heavy set black man, soft spoken, clean shaven, and that he was at least six feet tall. They stated that he had introduced himself as Luther, and that he was from Puerto Rico. When he walked, the three noted that the man had an unusual and slow gait. One witness stated that “Luther” had a Spanish or Caribbean accent, but another witness disputed this. However, all three agreed on one thing – the man had walked towards Jones, who had settled in to sleep, and that a few moments later, Jones cried out, shouting that he had been stabbed. The three men rushed to his side, and found Jones gasping and blood soaked. When they asked him who had stabbed him, he replied, “The guy that just left.” One of the witnesses, Thomas Jones, stated that he had looked into the man’s face for about a minute as they stood talking in the darkness.

The investigation’s progress was kept under wraps until April 4, 1979 when police arrested Bobby Joe Maxwell, a 29-year-old casual worker who had moved to Los Angeles in 1977. Investigators had taken an interest in Maxwell mainly because of the two month break before the last two killings. They speculated that the killer may have been in custody during that time, and a search of the local jail records showed that Maxwell had been arrested on December 14, 1978, after officers on patrol spotted him standing over an intoxicated man who was sleeping on the sidewalk. When they searched him, they found a 10-inch, double-edged stainless steel cork-handled knife. He was arrested and charged with carrying a concealed weapon. He pleaded no contest on the charge, and he remained imprisoned until January 18, 1979. Three days after Maxwell’s release, the Skid Row Stabber claimed the life of 26-year-old Alvarez. With this information, investigators placed Maxwell under surveillance until his arrest.

A further look into Maxwell’s arrest records showed that he had been arrested on August 2, 1978, on charges of assault with a deadly weapon. He spent 60 days in prison, and the murders began just days after his release. When the palm print found near Garcia’s body was analyzed, it was found to be a match to Maxwell. The muddy footprints did not provide any conclusive results, so investigators turned to the three witnesses. When the witnesses were called to identify the man in a lineup, none of them was able to pick anyone out. William Stumpner, one of the witnesses, made a comment to the investigators, “You’ve got everyone up there that doesn’t look like him.” The individuals in the lineup were all asked to step in front one at a time and say the words, “My name is Luther,” with the hopes that Maxwell’s voice would be recognized by the three men. However, all three maintained that none of the voices matched the voice of the man they met that night. It wasn’t until the preliminary hearing that one of the witnesses, Thomas Jones, heard Maxwell speak in court and identified his voice as that of the killer.

Following Maxwell’s arrest, investigators obtained a warrant to search his premises. At the time, Maxwell was living with one of his sisters. In addition to the knife and Bic cigarette lighter police had recovered on Maxwell’s person, they seized a cap, sweatshirt, log book, and tennis shoes from the house. Two knives recovered from Maxwell’s person were now logged in as evidence for the Skid Row Stabber case, and investigators maintained that the knife recovered during Maxwell’s arrest in December 1978 was consistent with the wounds of all but two of the victims. The muddy shoeprints found on the scene next to Garcia’s body were analyzed, and investigators took measurements of Maxwell’s stride to try and match them up. In the log book recovered from the home, investigators found the words "Satan, praise be unto you” – some sources report that the words were “Praise be to the Prince of Darkness” – written in one of the passages in the book. Investigators supported their suspicion that Maxwell was the killer, especially since a cardboard with the word “Satan” scrawled on it had been found near one of the victims, and in early January 1979, police had found the words "My name is Luther, I kill wino's to put them out of their misery" written on the restroom wall of the Greyhound Bus Station. An expert handwriting analyst compared Maxwell’s handwriting in the log book and concluded that it was a match to the handwriting on the cardboard and on the restroom wall. Investigators later discovered that Maxwell referred to Satan as Luther, and they speculated that Maxwell’s motive for the murders was making sacrifices to Luther.

By the time Maxwell was arrested and charged, investigators had opened investigations against two other suspects, but they had been released after investigators were unable to find evidence connecting them to the murders.

Trial and Sentencing

Following his arrest, Maxwell was charged with 10 counts of capital murder as well as robbery. However, because of the nature of the charges against him, Maxwell’s journey to the courthouse was a long and complicated one. As the prosecutors liaised with LAPD investigators to present the case to the court, Maxwell had struck an unusual deal with his defense lawyers. Maxwell was poor and employed, and could not afford his defense attorneys. To remedy the situation, he struck a deal giving them the publicity rights to his life story as part of the retainer agreement. This move was contested by the prosecution, who claimed that it constituted a conflict of interest. The other argument was that the rights would become worthless if Maxwell was acquitted of the charges. The dispute made its way to the California Supreme Court, which ruled that the deal struck by Maxwell and his lawyers was valid. 

Maxwell’s trial began in January 1984, four years after his arrest. The prosecution presented evidence to the court, which the defense explained away with relative ease. The palm print on the bench seemed like the biggest piece of evidence, but Maxwell admitted to have sat on that bench a couple of times. There was no testing done to ascertain the age of the print. Additionally, the prosecution could not definitively exclude other unknown suspects since there were a multitude of indistinguishable partial prints on the bench. The prosecution’s expert testified that the muddy shoeprints at the scene of Frank Garcia’s body were consistent with Maxwell’s shoes, and that the measurements taken matched with the stride. However, the defense’s expert discounted this notion, maintaining that the shoeprints were too indistinct to make any certain conclusions, and that it was impossible to make a gait comparison when they was no information about the speed of the person who left the prints. 

When questioned about Maxwell’s knife, his sister stated that he frequently carried one around. His friend testified that he had seen Maxwell with a knife once, but that "generally, people in that neighborhood always carry knives." Investigators believed that the Bic lighter recovered from Maxwell belonged to Frank Garcia, and his wife testified that it did look like the one her husband carried. However, upon cross examination, it was revealed that no lineup was provided to the widow for her to distinguish the lighter. Garcia’s stepson was shown a lineup of various Bic lighters, and he was unable to distinguish them. Two detectives also admitted on the stand that there were no discernible marks distinguishing the lighter from any others, and that the one Maxwell had could have just been another lighter altogether. There were cigarette butts and blood samples recovered from the scene where David Martin Jones was found, but the samples could not be linked to Maxwell. The prosecution’s case seemed to be floundering, until they produced their key witness, Sidney Storch.

Storch testified that he had been Maxwell’s cellmate for three weeks sometime in 1983. He stated that one day Maxwell had been reading about the Skid Row Stabber in the newspaper, and that when he got to the part about the palm print found at the scene, he had claimed that he made a “mistake” by not wearing gloves. Storch told the court: 


“Earlier in the evening there was a newspaper article that had [Maxwell's] name in it that was passed down from another cell... [Maxwell] pointed to one particular description in the article... he told me that in this particular instance that the police had said they found a palm print of his in an area near one of the people he was accused of having harmed. He felt that he wasn't prone to that kind of mistake[], that he didn't make that kind of mistake because he wore gloves with the fingers cut off so as to keep his hands warm and leave his fingers free...”


The prosecution argued that Storch’s testimony was proof enough that Maxwell had committed all ten murders, and that the jury needed to find him guilty of all charges. The trial took nine months, and at the end, the jury found Maxwell guilty of only two counts of murder – Frank Garcia and David Martin Jones’ murders. They were deadlocked on five of the murder charges, and acquitted him of three other charges. The jury also found him guilty on one count of robbery, and two special circumstance allegations – murder committed during the commission of a robbery, and multiple murders. 

Maxwell was sentenced to prison without the possibility of parole on both charges, his sentence to be served concurrently.

Sidney Storch

Sidney Storch was a habitual liar, and had been discharged from the US Army in 1964 for this reason. A native New Yorker, Storch was a career criminal, and had already been arrested 13 times by the time Maxwell’s trial started in 1984. He had four felony arrests, his crime of choice being forgery. The LAPD (Los Angeles Police Department) forgery division was familiar with Storch, both from the prosecution and defense sides. He had become an informant for the LAPD in 1981 and 1982, supplying the department with information about various forgery rings. In 1983, Storch was arrested for impersonating a Central Intelligence Office (CIA) agent, impersonating Howard Johnson of the Howard Johnson Hotel chain, as well as a host of other crimes. During his arrest, he was found in possession of forged checks, a false California driver’s license, and stolen credit cards. The detective responsible for his arrest called him a “sophisticated forger" and later testified that he "would not trust anything Sidney Storch said unless you could corroborate the information with some source."

Storch and Maxwell crossed paths when they shared the same cell, but Maxwell maintained that they were cellmates for less than the three weeks Storch claimed during his testimony in court. Storch had five pending cases, and his public defender negotiated a deal for him, asking that his cases be consolidated for sentencing, and he managed to secure a prison sentence of 36 months for Storch. However, Storch found a way to lessen his sentence even further, and independently negotiated a 16-month sentence with the District Attorney’s Office. In return, he would testif and independently negotiated a 16-month sentence with the District Attorney’s Office. In return, he would testify for the prosecution during Maxwell’s trial. Following Maxwell’s trial, Storch testified in no less than six cases for the Los Angeles County DA’s Office. Storch’s role as a star witness for the prosecution came to an end in 1988 when he was caught lying during the Sheldon Sanders’ murder trial. The DA’s Office stopped working with Storch altogether, and he was indicted with perjury. Speaking to the grand jury when seeking Storch’s indictment, the Deputy Attorney General stated:


“First of all, Mr. Storch . . . was a People's witness in People v. Sanders. He was testifying in a murder case, and he testified that the defendant indirectly admitted to the crime. Clearly that's a material matter. What he did was, after saying that the defendant admitted to the crime, he lied about his qualifications as a witness. He denied having received benefits. [Storch] knew he received the benefits, and he flat out denied it. . . . Storch was trying to present himself in that case as someone who was lily-white. He was an experienced witness, he was precise in his answers, and he jousted with the defense attorney during the course of his examination.

"We expect that persons are going to come in and tell the truth. . . . That just plain didn't happen in the Sanders case. Mr. Storch was a person who lied about his credibility, and it was a serious risk to the judicial system."


Due to the fact that Storch’s testimony seemed to be the core basis of the prosecution’s case against Maxwell, his lawyers made sure to detail instances where he lied during his testimony. He failed to disclose the deal he made with the prosecution, and when asked whether he was getting a sentence reduction for his testimony, he stated that he was not. He told the court that he had sought the help of the prison rabbi about whether to testify at Maxwell’s trial, and that the rabbi had encouraged him to do so. However, the rabbi testified that he’d never met with Storch, and they certainly never discussed Maxwell’s case. Storch also testified that he had only two prior felony convictions when he actually had more, and he stated that he had attended college for two and a half years and studied business administration, yet he had never attended college. Storch also downplayed his experience as a jailhouse informant, stating that he had never provided law enforcement with information about other cases. However, later testimonies from three different LAPD detectives, Gregory Schwien, Patrick Riley, and Gary Ingemunson, gave a better glimpse into Storch’s role as an informant, and proved that Storch had been lying during Maxwell’s trial.

Storch died from complications from AIDS in 1992, before he could stand trial, in a New York City jail.

Petitions

Shortly after his conviction, Maxwell’s lawyers began what would turn out to be an extensive fight for justice. In October 1991, Maxwell files a habeas corpus petition in the Los Angeles Superior Court. The petition was denied in August 1993. In October 1995, he filed a habeas corpus petition in the California Supreme Court, and in May 1996, the court issued an order “to show cause, returnable to the Los Angeles County Superior Court, on the issue of whether Maxwell was entitled to relief based on the allegation that jailhouse informant Sidney Storch gave false testimony at trial.” This ruling sparked a two-year evidentiary hearing from August 1997 to November 1999. The running theme of the testimonies was that Storch was a habitual liar who would willingly commit perjury. The Los Angeles Supreme Court issued a 34-page ruling on the matter in February 2000, concluding that “while Storch might have proceeded to become
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