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Steven David Catlin

Born in 1944, Steven David Catlin was adopted as an infant by a couple living in Kern County, California. Martha and Glenn Catlin took in the child and treated him as their own, making sure that he was well taken care of to the best of their ability. However, they soon found that their son’s personality was a bit removed from the norm, and tried their best to help him find his footing in the world. Martha was a doting mother, and loved Catlin to a fault. By the early 1950s, the family had moved to Bakersfield, 40 miles north of Los Angeles. As he entered his teenage years, Catlin became more and more unwilling to conform to the societal norms present, choosing to find his own path. His parents were finding it impossible to keep him in line, or even convince him to follow a straight path. He began shunning school, and was unwilling to involve himself in anything related to his education. While it seemed logical that he find a job to support himself because he wasn’t interested in school, Catlin refused to do it. He despised doing any form of work, and started to do drugs. By 1960, Catlin was always either high on drugs or looking to find money to score more drugs. School began fading further and further into the background, and he finally opted to drop out. He maintained that school was not for him. This, coupled with his drug addiction, made him more desperate to fund his drug habit. Not willing to find a job, he began forging checks. He was finally arrested, and was sentenced to 40 weeks at a California Youth Authority camp in 1963.

Marriages and Divorces

Catlin met his first wife after his release from the camp. However, he was abusive to his wife, and his drug use was getting worse. The domestic problems that plagued the marriage starting taking their toll on his wife, and she chose to leave him. Soon after she left, Catlin began seeing someone else, and in 1966, chose to marry her without seeking a divorce from his first wife. He used a pseudonym on his birth certificate, and seemed to be in no particular hurry to get a divorce. However, just a few months into his second marriage, Catlin was arrested after he stole a credit card to finance his drug habit. During his sentencing, the judge stated that he was a drug addict and gave him a three-year sentence to be served at a state prison in Chino. After his release from prison, he finally decided to do right by his second wife. He sought a divorce and legally married his second wife using his real name. However, after his release from prison, the relationship only lasted for ten months before the couple decided to separate. Soon after his third marriage ended, Catlin once again began a relationship with his soon-to-be third wife, Edith Ballew. The relationship did not fare any better compared to his previous marriages, and the two separated after only eight months of marriage. Ballew kept an interest in her former husband’s affairs even after their separation and subsequent divorce. 

Joyce Adeline Catlin

After his marriage to Ballew ended, Catlin began Joyce Adeline, an employee of the welfare department in the local authority. During the marriage, Catlin worked as a garage hand or in service stations. His need to make more money had him looking for ways to accomplish this dream, but his reality was far from ideal. He was always strapped for cash, and his menial jobs ensured that he would not be breaking bank for a long period of time. His marriage to Adeline, who changed her name to Joyce Catlin after the marriage, lasted longer than his relationship with Ballew. However, sometime in April 1976, Adeline went to a physician complaining of flu-like symptoms. After the initial examination, the physician recommended that she be admitted in hospital. She complained of vomiting, back pain, and a sore throat. The day after she was admitted, Adeline was transferred to the intensive care unit. It seemed like her lungs had been infected, and Dr. Einstein, a lung specialist, was called in to consult. Suspecting that she had either a bacterial or viral infection, Dr. Einstein began administering treatment, but no progress was noted. After a few days, her lungs were barely able to oxygenate her body effectively, and she was put on mechanical ventilation. She did not respond to any of the antibiotics provided, and nineteen days after she was admitted, Joyce Catlin died on May 6, 1976. She was 40 years old at the time. Her death certificate listed the cause of death as acute respiratory failure due to an unknown microorganism. 

Catlin chose to have her body cremated soon after her death.

Glenn Catlin

A year after Adeline’s death, Catlin met Glenna Kaye in May 1977, and the two got married. Having garnered extensive experience while working with Glendon Emery’s pit crew while he was married to Adeline, Catlin found a job in a garage based in Fresno, California. The couple promptly moved to the new location, and Catlin was able to showcase his skills in the garage. Catlin knew his way around cars, and his talents were obvious to everyone working in the garage, including his superiors. His efforts and skills were soon appreciated, and he was promoted to a managerial position and placed in charge of 40 employees. As his position in the company rose, Catlin did not see any favorable changes in his financial position. He had expensive tastes, and he was strapped for cash. 

On October 28, 1980, Glenn Catlin suddenly died. A medical examination revealed that his lungs were filled with fluid, but no foul play was suspected. It was concluded that his death was caused by his lung cancer. Catlin quickly had his father’s body cremated, and pocketed the finances that became available after his death. Catlin burned through the inheritance in record time, and he found himself exactly where he had started – broke. 

As time moved on, Catlin became more desperate for cash, prompting his to begin stealing from his employers. He stole various automotive parts, progressing from the cheaper parts to the more expensive ones. As the expensive parts began disappearing, his employers started noticing. There were no apparent suspects, and an investigation did not reveal anyone with a motive. Unsure of what to do next, the employers decided to carry out a background check on all the employees. It did not take long for them to uncover Catlin’s criminal past, and they confronted him. Catlin was offered a way out. He would resign, and no charges would be filed against him. He quickly accepted.

Glenna Kaye Catlin

On February 17, 1984, Glenna Kaye Catlin prepared to take a trip to Las Vegas with her mother. They had been planning this mother-daughter holiday for a while, and the excitement was insurmountable. Soon after they arrived at their destination, Kaye began complaining to her mother that she was not feeling well. Her condition made her so uncomfortable that they promptly cut the trip short on the same day and traveled back to Fresno. She went to hospital for medical examination, but the doctors were unable to give her any answers. She was hospitalized for observation, and doctors began trying to make sense of Kaye’s illness. They finally maintained that she had fluid in her lungs, and they listed this as their official diagnosis. For 22 days, doctors spent their time trying to figure out why Kaye was sick, and she finally died on March 14, 1984. The hospital kept samples of Kaye’s tissues for future analysis, hoping to solve the mystery once the technological advances made it possible. Kaye had a life insurance policy worth $58,785, and Catlin was the sole beneficiary of the amount.

While visiting Kaye in hospital, Catlin met Carol Johnson, and the two quickly got engaged.

Martha Catlin

Following their divorce, Catlin’s third wife had been closely following his life, monitoring any unusual events. In 1982, Martha Catlin suffered a stroke, but Ballew did not believe that it was due to natural causes. She called Martha’s physician, Dr. Sproule, and suggested that Martha may have been poisoned using paraquat. After his examination, Dr. Sproule concluded that there had been no sign of poisoning. Ballew was not convinced, but she did not push the issue further. In September 1984, Martha once again paid Dr. Sproule a visit, this time revealing that she was not taking her hypertension medicine as prescribed. Consequently, she was experiencing high blood pressure. A month later, on October 31, she made another visit to the physician’s office, this time complaining of poor memory and poor eating habits. She told the doctor that she had been drinking wine despite being ordered to avoid alcohol while on medication. Dr. Sproule then prescribed cough syrup with codeine. 

Aware of her former mother-in-law’s health problems, Ballew paid Martha a visit on November 29, 1984. She noted that Martha was her usual self, and seemed healthy at the time. A week later, on December 6, Martha called her friend and reported that she was feeling seriously ill. When Anna Stonebraker made it to Martha’s house, she noticed that her friend seemed very ill, and had purple swollen lips and mouth. Martha had dark circles under her eyes. Mrs. Stonebraker took Martha back to Dr. Sproule’s office, who took note of the purple reddish lips and throat, and recorded her temperature at 102 degrees. He prescribed penicillin and asked Martha to come back the next day. When Mrs. Stonebraker revealed that she wouldn’t be able to take care of her friend the next day, she called Catlin and left a message asking him to come to his mother’s house the next day. He called back later, telling them that he wouldn’t be able to drive to Bakersfield the next day. Catlin then called Dr. Sproule the next day and promised to send someone to take care of Martha. On December 7, 1984, Mrs. Stonebraker and Martha arrived at Dr. Sproule’s office. He noted that Martha’s throat was still purplish, and her throat was sore. She also had trouble eating. He wasn’t alarmed, and sent her home to continue with her medication. The next morning at 5:30 a.m., he received a call from Martha’s house. The caller informed him that Martha appeared to be dead, and he sent an ambulance to the residence. Martha Catlin was pronounced dead on arrival. She was 79 years old at the time.

The possible cause of death was listed as stroke, but the hospital needed to perform an autopsy to confirm. Catlin seemed eager to get his mother’s body cremated, but the cremation was delayed until an autopsy could be performed. The pathologist responsible for her autopsy, Dr. Dollinger, took tissue samples from Martha’s lungs and kidneys for further analysis. He refused to list a cause of death until he received the results from the lab.

Suspicion

After learning about Martha’s death on December 9, Ballew called Martha’s house in Bakersfield. Catlin picked up the phone and informed her that his mother had died after exhibiting flu-like symptoms. Ballew, who had been following Catlin’s life after their divorce, did not buy into his explanation about his mother’s death. She believed that her ex-husband was somehow responsible for his mother’s deaths, as well as the deaths of his fourth and fifth wives. Ballew was inclined to believe that one death connected to Catlin had a genuine cause, but four deaths in eight years, that was definitely suspicious. Tired of keeping her suspicions to herself, she made her way to the local sheriff’s department. After presenting her suspicions, the sheriff was not sure that there was even enough evidence to warrant an investigation. 

After completing Martha’s autopsy, Dr. Dollinger sent the tissue samples to a Chevron laboratory in Richmond. The samples were analyzed by Dr. Ford, a clinical toxicologist at the lab. In his final report, Dr. Ford stated that Martha had ingested a substantial amount of paraquat. He sent his report to Dr. Dollinger, who subsequently listed Martha’s cause of death as paraquat poisoning. With this report, investigators were finally called in to determine whether Martha had ingested the paraquat willingly or if she was a victim of foul play. With no tissue sample from Glenn’s body, investigators decided to work with what they had. They interviewed medical personnel who attended to Joyce Adeline and Glenna Kaye, Catlin’s wives who had died with eerily similar symptoms. 

Unknown to Catlin, nurses and doctors attending to Adeline had suspected that she may have been suffering from paraquat poisoning, but there was no way to prove their suspicions. The medical examiner also had a similar suspicion, but at the time, there was no test for paraquat poisoning. He had secretly taken samples of Adeline’s body tissues and stored them, hoping that one day there would be the right technology to test for paraquat. Investigators also spoke to Kaye’s doctors and nurses, who quickly informed them that the medical examiner had taken tissue samples from her body. Investigators sent the tissue samples from Adeline and Kaye to the lab in Richmond to determine whether paraquat poisoning may have contributed to their deaths. Just like Martha’s
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