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Introduction

On the day after Christmas in 1978, as residents of Salem, Oregon, awoke to a second day of winter chill, a twenty-three-year-old woman was about to make history. Not for anything she had done, but for what she said had been done to her. She hadn’t sought out celebrity, but over the past few months, it had been forced upon her; she had been made a spectacle, and the scrutiny upon her would be magnified by what she was about to say in the largest courtroom of Oregon’s state capital.1

Her name was Greta Rideout, and she was poised to testify that her twenty-one-year-old husband, John Rideout, had raped her in front of their two-and-a-half-year-old daughter.

To say that the atmosphere inside the Marion County courthouse was tense would be to understate matters wildly. The pressure on the State of Oregon to prove its burden—that a man had raped his wife, one he was still married to and living with at the time of the attack—was tremendous. The defense, meanwhile, could uphold the longtime status quo: that there was no such thing as rape between man and wife, that marriage implied a state of perpetual consent, and that as a result, John’s alleged assault of Greta could not have happened.

No one felt this pressure more than Greta. Two months prior, she had reported her assault in full knowledge that Oregon had finally made spousal rape a crime the year before, in 1977. But what she didn’t know at the time was that as the first woman in the state to ever do so, she would be the test case. Nor could she know that it wasn’t just people in Salem who would care about the outcome.

On December 26, 1978, the Marion County courthouse was packed with onlookers, not only local residents but national media outlets, too. The entire country had opinions. Not only that, but news of Greta’s allegations had reached as far as Australia and Asia. Journalists from Germany and England attended each day of the trial, sending dispatches of what they had observed in court. Broadcast reporters crammed the hallways before and after the proceedings, clamoring for any juicy sound bite they could get.

Americans were glued to their television sets, waiting for trial updates on the eleven o’clock news, and Greta’s testimony sparked the most anticipation: Would she be believed, and vindicated? Or would she be reviled, and ridiculed?

***

THIS ISN’T ANCIENT HISTORY. A MERE HALF CENTURY AGO, marital rape wasn’t a crime in North America. It wasn’t a crime in England, Australia, or much of Europe. It still isn’t a crime in China, India, Ethiopia, and far too many other countries. Americans born in 1974, only five years before I was, were born in a country where it was perfectly legal for a man to rape his wife, because the very concept of marital rape seemed unfathomable. For centuries, wives were considered the property of their husbands. Common law had it that conjugal rights were forever, at any time, at any place, and by any means necessary. Marital rape, then, was an impossibility, an unresolvable paradox. How can you rape someone when the law says she is permanently, and irrevocably, at your beck and call, subject to your every whim, however violent and damaging?

The patriarchy is stubborn. Even when other sexist norms began to fall away in the 1960s and early 1970s, when women were afforded the constitutional right to an abortion and allowed to get a mortgage without their husband’s signature, apply for their own credit card, obtain a prescription for birth control, divorce their husbands without admitting fault, and conceive a child through in vitro fertilization, the problem of marital rape stayed below the public’s radar.

After all, popular culture had long treated spousal rape as part of some grand romance: books, films, and television shows either romanticized rape between intimate partners as an amorous overture secretly desired by women or minimized it as a normal intramarital conflict, a pernicious stereotype that shaped audience perceptions for decades (even now, it stubbornly resists eradication and scorn). Whenever the subject did come up, it was often as a punch line: author John Updike, while in Europe promoting his 1968 bestseller Couples, once remarked: “Rape is always at the back of [women’s] minds and civilized man has lost the ability. Perhaps what goes wrong with some marriages is you can’t rape your wife.”

Updike’s comment gets at a crucial irony, one that animates this book: the belief, and centuries-old legal precedent, that a man can’t rape his wife is the very thing that means a man can, in fact, rape his wife and get away with it. Throughout this book, any sexual violation between spouses will be referred to as rape, even if it occurred at a time when the broader culture did not have the language to describe these acts accurately because they were not acknowledged as such by the law.

By the time Greta Rideout took the stand to testify to what she said her husband had done to her, just three states other than Oregon—Iowa, Delaware, and Nebraska—had passed laws declaring spousal rape to be a crime, on increasingly equal footing with stranger or acquaintance rapes. (North Dakota had actually been the first state to do so, back in 1975, but reinstituted a marital rape exemption two years later.) The Rideout trial, therefore, occurred during a time when spousal rape seemed ludicrous to most and opened the public’s eyes to an unfamiliar concept.

But the trial ended up further confusing people, because Greta and John’s relationship was difficult to shoehorn into an easy narrative, where a perfect victim is overpowered by a monster. This particular husband and wife seemed so young, so in over their heads, so ill at ease with themselves and the archetypes that the media and the public had cast them as: Greta, the Minnesota blonde; John, the darkly mustachioed Oregonian. The complexities of intimate partner violence, which Greta suffered at John’s hands before and throughout their entire marriage, was poorly understood. The trial also broadcast Greta’s sexual history, offering it up for the masses to dissect, devour, and critique, even as John’s was more or less ignored.

Despite strong testimony in support of the charges, a jury would acquit John Rideout for the rape of his wife. His defense lawyer would declare that “maybe rape is the risk of being married.” And when the couple decided, after the verdict, to reunite—a decision born out of desperation, and because they thought it was best for their daughter—Greta was ridiculed and scorned by the media and fled from public life, while John eventually went on to be a repeat offender.

Thrust into the national spotlight, Greta and her story would become a national sensation, a symbol of a country’s unrelenting and targeted hate toward women and a court system designed to fail them at every turn. Greta and John Rideout became avatars for larger causes and more wide-ranging debates. The Rideout case, and its outcome, would lead to one of the most successful activism campaigns in America, one that over fifteen years would do away with the idea that once a woman married, she gave her husband perpetual consent to have intercourse with her. By 1993, marital rape was a crime in every state.

***

I KNEW NONE OF THIS HISTORY IN THE FALL OF 2017 WHEN I picked up a copy of Virgin or Vamp: How the Press Covers Sex Crimes, novelist and reporter Helen Benedict’s landmark 1992 study of four major American trials and their ensuing media. At the time, I was looking for more information about an entirely different case: the gang rape of Cheryl Araujo at Big Dan’s Tavern in New Bedford, Massachusetts, in 1983, and how televising the trial—the first televised rape trial in American history—forever changed the way sexual assault was covered by the media, destroying Araujo’s life in the process. For a variety of reasons, I elected not to pursue a story about the case at the time.

Benedict devoted two other chapters of her book to cases so widely known as to be entrenched in twentieth-century American cultural lore: the murder of Jennifer Levin in Central Park in 1986 and the rape of Trisha Meili in Central Park on April 19, 1989, the latter of which led to one of the most notorious instances of wrongful conviction in American history. (I would later explore this terrain in a 2019 piece for The Cut that was a National Magazine Award Finalist in Reporting.) But it was the book’s first chapter, on Oregon v. Rideout, that caught my attention for two crucial reasons: How had I not known about this case? And how had I never known that marital rape was not a crime as recently as the mid-1970s?

It took a few years for the idea to percolate, as is my process, while I wrote and published other books and worked on other projects. But by the summer of 2022, I was fully immersed in what became this book, leagues deep in archival research, news coverage, interviews with about two dozen sources. That September, I attended my first-ever criminal trial, in which John Rideout was yet again the defendant, and yet again for the sexual assault of an intimate partner. After so many years of reading court documents of twentieth-century crimes, of mining transcripts for vocal cadences and personality quirks, at last I had a chance to see the criminal legal system up close—in the very building, though not the courtroom, where John Rideout was tried for the rape of his wife in 1978. And I witnessed the exact opposite outcome from what happened all those years ago.

Without Consent chronicles a once notorious, now little-remembered trial deserving of close, wide, and lasting attention. This book recounts how the Rideouts, Greta and John, together and then separately, navigated unwelcome celebrity and later obscurity, showing how an act of violence catapulted them into levels of fame neither fully understood but that marked each of them for the rest of their days. It reveals the trial’s vexing result and the even more surprising aftermath, in which a number of activists, but particularly one woman in Berkeley, California, who quixotically named herself Laura X, brought about changes to the legal system of every state over the course of fifteen years.

The Rideout case embodied vociferous debates about gender, sexuality, and power, and highlighted the damaging and inherent misogyny of American culture then—and now. That a man could legally rape his wife as recently as the early 1990s, that exemptions in the law persist today, making it necessary to repeal loopholes in state laws as recently as the spring of 2024, showcases the agonizing slowness of progress with respect to gender equality.

At a time when the constitutional right to abortion afforded by Roe v. Wade is no more, vanished in a puff of Supreme Court smoke after almost half a century; when far-right Republicans are proudly campaigning to do away with no-fault divorce—itself a fairly new historical concept, first passed in California in 1969—and in vitro fertilization; when Supreme Court justices have openly agitated to eliminate the right to obtain birth control and to same-sex marriage; when the campaign to criminalize gender-affirming care for trans people is at a fever pitch; and when the country reelected a president who was found liable in civil court for sexually abusing a woman (and was the subject of allegations from numerous other women, including his first wife*) , revisiting the history of marital rape and how the Rideout case became a catalyst for change is an urgent and vital reminder that progress is fragile, and that things can easily revert back to a more treacherous past.

Feminism has tried to move on to different battles than those originally waged during its second wave, but it also must keep fighting those same battles, because nothing is ever truly a permanent win. That’s because the main problems in American culture, even and especially the ones activists sought to overcome, remain the same: men feel entitled to the bodies and minds of women, and the idea that wives are “property” persisted—and, devastatingly, still persists today.

But the story of the decades-long struggle to make spousal rape a crime is not just a legal or a societal one. It is as much a human story, about women like Greta who were courageous enough to report sexual abuse by their husbands and whose lives were changed forever by the telling. In demanding some measure of response and change, these women changed perceptions of what can happen in a marriage—and what we should never put up with again.








Part I Greta Versus John








Chapter One The Rideouts

Before Greta and John Rideout1 became the most extraordinary, talked-about couple in America, they were simply Greta Hibbard and John Glesmann, two ordinary young people locked in a cycle of abuse and violence.

Greta was nineteen2 when she first met John. She had just recently followed her older sister to Salem, in search of a fresh beginning. A dreamy, unfocused girl with bright blue eyes and blond hair that wisped around her face, Greta had dropped out of high school in her sixteenth year and spent some time drifting. She finally got her equivalency diploma after deciding it was time to get serious about her future.

Born in Mesa, Arizona3, on October 30, 1955, Greta had a far from idyllic childhood. She and her family—her parents, Jack and Beverly; twin brother, Dwight; older sister, Christine; and baby brother, Benjamin—had moved around for much of her life. The Hibbards relocated to Phoenix when Greta was three. Beverly was institutionalized several times and was apparently “incredibly violent” to some of her children, particularly Dwight. Later, as an adult, he would tell his wife about that time: “If you were to shave my head, you would see all the scars she gave me.” The twins were close as children and remained so well into adulthood.

In 1968, the year Greta turned thirteen, the family moved again to Minnesota, where both her parents had grown up, to live on a farm in Glenwood, about two hours northwest of Minneapolis. Greta’s three years living on the farm and attending Glenwood High were the “happiest days of her life.”
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The Oregon Journal




That happiness returned when Greta first arrived in Oregon, which she found to be “one of the most beautiful places in the country.” But beauty couldn’t overcome loneliness, a feeling she became far too familiar with as she adjusted to the Pacific Northwest. Christine, whom she had expressly traveled to live near and garner support from, was operating on a parallel life track. Christine had not stayed with the rest of her family in Glenwood; instead, she had gone west to Los Angeles, where a short-lived relationship resulted in two children. Now, resettled in Salem, Christine’s need to support two young kids created distance between the two sisters, leaving Greta more or less on her own.

Greta knew that if she was going to make it work in Salem, she had to get a job—and soon. She also didn’t know anyone in town. But all that would change within a month, when she began to waitress at a local restaurant. There, she met an eighteen-year-old cook with a pencil-thin mustache, wide brown eyes, dark hair, and a thin frame. His name was John, and she “got a big crush on him right away.” The crush was quickly reciprocated.

John was also an Oregon transplant4. He was born in a small town in Nebraska but had grown up in Silverton, a rural farming town less than an hour’s drive but several cultural and political worlds away from hip, urban, progressive Portland, to which young people flocked in droves during the 1970s. John’s rural upbringing bore some similarity to Greta’s experiences on the farm. In other ways, their family lives had differed markedly.

John’s mother, Audrey5, had known nothing but instability. She’d married her first husband, Mark Hinkle, in the spring of 1949, when she was just sixteen—though she had told Mark, who was twenty-five, that she was twenty-one. Their son, Jack Hinkle, was born on September 30 of that year, perhaps the catalyst for the couple’s marriage. Whatever the case, that marriage was over mere months after Jack’s arrival, the divorce final on August 18, 1950.

Almost immediately after the divorce, Audrey moved on to the man who would become husband number two: Franklin Howard Rideout III, John’s purported biological father (though there is some mystery about the relationship, and about the man himself). Audrey married twenty-one-year-old Frank in 1951, and their daughter, Judith Dianne Rideout, was born in September of that year. The marriage ended on March 10, 1955, after which Frank ditched Omaha to go west to California. There he married his second wife, Charlene, in October 1956, and their first child, his namesake, was born on the Fourth of July—just shy of four months after the birth of Audrey’s third child, John Joseph Rideout, on March 8, 1957, two full years after Audrey and Frank’s divorce was finalized.

Did Audrey know about Charlene? Did Frank Rideout come back to Nebraska between the end of his marriage to Audrey and his second marriage to Charlene? Was he, in fact, John’s biological father? (That Frank would sire two children born more than fifteen hundred miles away from each other isn’t impossible, but it does stretch the imagination.) Or was John fathered by a different man entirely?

The paper trail is murky and maddening6, and so far, no one’s said anything to clarify, or even contradict, any evidence claiming Frank is John’s biological father. For John, it would matter little, because just over a year after his birth, Audrey was on to her third husband, and John was no longer John Joseph Rideout, but John Glesmann.

Anthony Glesmann came to the marriage7 with a checkered history, including arrests, convictions, and prison stints for check fraud, forgery, and assault with intent to rape a minor (he was twenty, the girl was fifteen). Within months of the marriage, when John was still a baby, the Glesmanns moved to Silverton, Oregon. Audrey’s mother had settled there in 1953, giving them ready-made support. Perhaps, too, Anthony’s criminal history was a contributing factor in desiring a new start in a different state. The blank slate was short-lived. There would be allegations of physical abuse in the marriage, and John would later tell an interviewer that when he was just four years old, he had witnessed his stepfather sexually assaulting a child. In November 1958, Anthony was arrested again for check forgery. He pleaded guilty the following year and was sentenced to fifteen months in prison. (Later, Anthony Glesmann would be arrested and jailed in Omaha for writing bad checks.)
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With a stepfather intermittently incarcerated8 and a mother who, according to several accounts, struggled to clothe and feed her children, John Glesmann’s upbringing was riddled with tumult. At Mark Twain Elementary School and Silverton Union High, John was perceived as being shy and withdrawn: “He was considered pretty cute, but was definitely a loner and had a weird vibe,” remembered a former schoolmate. By the time John was sixteen, Audrey had finally divorced Anthony and soon married a fourth husband, Cyril Fennimore—and in the process, lost custody of John. (It’s unclear if Audrey also relinquished visitation rights to her younger children.)

Jack Hinkle, Audrey’s eldest child9, had become John’s father figure. After a wild youth that included a near-death experience riding a log down the Willamette River, he was now twenty-four, recently married, and living in Salem, fourteen miles southwest of Silverton. Jack was a veteran of at least one tour of duty in Vietnam, and was about to start a long career as a guard at the Oregon State Penitentiary, while his wife, Nancy, worked as a waitress.

Despite their relative youth10, the Hinkles became John’s legal guardians. By the summer of 1974, John Glesmann and the Hinkles had moved from Silverton to Salem so that he could finish his senior year at Sprague High School, which he did the following spring. The end of high school and the need to look for work apparently necessitated a different name, the one Greta would know him by when she met him during the summer.

John would revert to the name of his birth: John Rideout.



***

BY THE FALL OF 197511, GRETA AND JOHN WERE LIVING together at the Hinkles’ house in Salem. Greta did not view the relationship as serious—after all, John was fresh out of high school—and he didn’t care much about settling down, either.

Then Greta got pregnant.

John asked her to marry him, which he supposed was the honorable thing to do, but Greta turned him down because, as she told the Los Angeles Times, “I thought he was irresponsible.” Their daughter, Jenny Maria, was born on April 7, 1976; John joined the army and shipped out to Fort Stewart, Georgia, not long after. The relationship seemed to be over at that point.

That left Greta alone with a baby to care for. Her parents, living far away in Minnesota, could not offer much in the way of support. Dwight, her twin, was off to Greece, where a short-lived modeling career beckoned. Her sister, Christine, though technically nearby, was not in a position to help, as their relationship had become strained. And Jack and Nancy Hinkle were busy with their own lives as well, all too happy when Greta found a place of her own to live.

Eight months of scraping by12 on welfare soon soured, and loneliness, that familiar foe, returned to Greta with a nasty kick. The last straw may have been when Greta’s home was broken into on October 3, 1976; there was no sign of forced entry, but stereo equipment, baby clothes, and other items together valued at over $220 (about $1,230 in 2025) had been taken. So, too, had a wedding dress, something Greta may have bought before Jenny’s birth, when her relationship with John was still on. The dress later turned up at her front door—the burglar had returned it. Meanwhile, John kept writing Greta letters and telephoning to say that he missed her and the baby.

So, when John proposed again13, Greta considered her otherwise bleak options and decided that marrying him was the best choice after all: “I was on welfare. I didn’t have a car. It seemed exciting, flying to Ft. Stewart in Georgia to get married.” The two got hitched on November 15, 1976. Jenny was nearly seven months old at the time.

The Rideouts lived in Fort Stewart for the next year, but the marriage was not going well. Within two months, Greta later said, “he began the mental abuse—calling me a dumb bitch, accusing me of being with someone else.” They fought on an endless loop about money, household duties, and sex. John wanted to have intercourse whenever he wanted, which was all the time. Greta, not so much14: “I was trying to deal with it. I wanted the marriage to work out, for better or worse. And believe me, most of it was worse.”

The pattern quickly established itself: voluble arguments, make-up sex, and, sometimes, roses from John the next day. Then the conflicts would emerge anew. Sure, there were good times, Greta later recalled in an emotional exchange, “but if I remember the good times . . . I just wish there had been more of them.”

According to Greta, emotional and psychological abuse15 soon weren’t enough for John. She said he had hit her for the first time not long after Jenny’s birth, giving her a black eye, but now the violence, and his demands for sex, became more frequent: “The more riled I got,” said Greta, “the more he seemed to enjoy it.” Hygiene was a big issue. “When we were married he would go days without taking a bath,” Greta would later tell reporters. “He never brushed his teeth. If I tried to get him to buy some new clothes he would get angry.”

A year into their marriage16, their relationship had become unbearable to Greta. In November 1977, after John received a general discharge from the army, Greta took baby Jenny and fled, moving back to Minnesota to live with her parents. Though the Hibbards took them in, their reactions bifurcated: Greta’s father and grandmother urged her to stay in the marriage, because she had a moral imperative to do so. Greta’s mother, however, told her daughter to trust her gut: if it wasn’t working, then she and John shouldn’t be married anymore.

John showed up a month later to plead his case and urged Greta to return to him. She was having none of it. John went back to Oregon. Over the next six months, he kept up his efforts to win Greta back through letters and phone calls, but she was determined to move on and raise Jenny by herself—or rather, this time, with help from her parents.

Greta then met another man and had a brief sexual relationship, which resulted in a pregnancy. This was a problem, since she was, of course, still married to John, leaving her in limbo. She’d already had an abortion while with John (raising one child together had been difficult enough; two would have been impossible). Now Greta terminated this other pregnancy as well.

By May 197817, Greta’s resolve had evaporated. There was the abortion, and John’s relentless campaign to win her back, claiming that he wanted to be, and could be, a good husband and father. There was also her family’s continued disapproval of the separation; even Greta’s mother had begun to waver. Jenny needed a father. Staying married was clearly what she was supposed to do. Seeing no other way forward, Greta packed her and Jenny’s things, went back to Salem, and resumed her marriage to John. As Greta would later tell the Baltimore Sun, “I left him once when he beat me, but I had $10 to my name, and where could I go? I went back.”

***

IMMEDIATELY, THERE WERE OBSTACLES. THE RIDEOUTS had barely any money and didn’t have a car. How would they support Jenny on whatever meager income they could scrounge together from restaurant work, welfare, or some combination of both? When Jack and Nancy Hinkle again offered the family a place to stay while they got back on their feet, Greta and John said yes, because “no” wasn’t a practical option.

The lack of “no”18 as an option would characterize terrifying events Greta later recounted under oath and in a later interview about her alleged interactions with Jack Hinkle.* According to Greta, at some point in the spring of 1978, Jack, a black belt in karate, offered to demonstrate how to break free from an attacker. Greta began to laugh out of nervousness. Surely his offer had to be a joke.

It wasn’t.

Jack put one arm around her throat and used the other to put her arm in a hammerlock. He dragged the struggling Greta into a bedroom, where he attempted to rape her. Greta continued to lash out, threatening to bite Jack, but he increased the pressure on her throat and body. Trapped, she had to figure out how to get him to stop.

Greta jerked him off with her hands. Jack released his hold upon her. He told her not to tell anyone what had happened—especially John. She took it as a threat.

Greta would avoid Jack as much as possible over the summer, but as the months passed, she couldn’t stand to keep the secret anymore. She broke down and told John about the sexual assault. He said he believed her.

But then, some hours later, Greta was awakened in the middle of the night. John and Jack were standing over her. Both interrogated Greta and tried to get her to admit she was lying about what she said Jack had done. Still, she refused to back down.

Two days later, the Rideouts moved out. They couldn’t stay at the Hinkles’ anymore. They moved in with John’s sister, Judith, who also lived in Salem.

Two weeks went by. Greta had found work at a nearby health food store, which paid $2.65 an hour. Late in her shift one night, Jack Hinkle showed up and insisted she go to the back of the store so they could speak in private. Greta did not want to, but felt she had little choice. She thought he couldn’t possibly try to assault her here.

He didn’t, but he was furious. “Jack threatened me,” Greta later testified. “[He] told me to retract my story. He said he would give me two weeks to get out of the state,” insisting there would be hell to pay if she didn’t recant what she’d told John. She had no doubt Jack was serious, and she was scared of what he might be capable of doing to her, and perhaps also to Jenny.

Greta decided to change her story. “I told John it was all a lie,” she recounted at trial. John, however, did something surprising: according to Greta, not only did he seem to disbelieve her retraction, he reassured her. As John said in a later interview, “As for my brother, Jack, Greta just broke down one night and told me that he forced her to do some things. She said Jack had forced her to do, ah . . . certain things six or seven times.”

But if she thought John’s support19 would change his behavior, Greta thought wrong. The relationship instead returned to the broken record of endless arguments. “We just didn’t get along,” Greta told the Los Angeles Times. “The more I expressed myself, the worse it got. I was trapped. I had no money, no way to leave.” She tried leaving at least twice more, only to return when those familiar fears—loneliness, lack of money, being a single mom—reemerged, along with a stubborn hope that maybe, someday, somehow, John could change.

As was their pattern, he did make some progress at times. In late September 1978, John enrolled at Chemeketa Community College and took a gig at a restaurant. They had scrounged enough cash to leave Judy’s place and move into an apartment of their own—part of a “fourplex” of units—at the Chandelle Apartments in Northeast Salem. But what should have led to improvement did the opposite, according to Greta. Their relationship became even more toxic. Greta’s increasing bid for independence caused John to lash out further.



“At times I’d be laying there20, watching TV, and he’d walk up and kick me,” Greta said. Shock aside, Greta noted how peculiar it was that her husband would do this: “Before this point I had submitted. Now I was swimming to the surface to get out of the gutter, and he knew it. He saw the strength rising in me.”

“Swimming to the surface” is a complex phrase to parse in the relationship between Greta and John. Linear progress when trying to get out of an intimate-partner-violence situation is not necessarily the most useful metric. A step forward can lead to several steps back before regrouping for another chance at freedom. For Greta, progress meant holding on to her job, taking good care of Jenny, and plotting some kind of independent future, however distant and amorphous it might look. But John had sensed her moving away from him and did not care for it one bit.

***

FOR THE RIDEOUTS21, SEX WAS THE “MAIN THREAD” BETWEEN all their arguments, according to one friend and neighbor. Their fights largely revolved around the subject, with John wanting much more sex than Greta and not taking no for an answer. The couple also got on each other’s cases about past relationships, as well as an ongoing affair John had had with a girl he’d gone to school with in Silverton. During these fights, John would repeatedly tell Greta that he loved her. When he did so and began to cry, Greta responded, “Well, I don’t love you.” Another neighbor heard her say that “she wasn’t at all sure whether she loved him at all . . . that she was just staying there for the benefit of their child, Jenny.”

Greta had had enough. She needed a permanent way out of her marriage. She begged her parents for financial help to fund a possible divorce, but they refused. Her mother said Greta shouldn’t be dependent upon anyone else, and that she should “stick it out” until she had raised enough money on her own to file for divorce.



Then, in early October, John quit his job as a fry cook, claiming that he couldn’t handle juggling work and classes, and that he had to devote his full energy to school. This left an even bigger burden on Greta, now the sole breadwinner, because, in her view, John wasn’t doing much of anything when he was home other than sleeping, complaining, demanding sex, and threatening to throw her and Jenny out on the street.

The anxiety was just too much. Greta went to her gynecologist and asked for some tranquilizers. The gynecologist, seeing the strain on Greta’s face, referred her to the Marion County Mental Health Clinic, where they would be better equipped to help. Greta sought them out; they, in turn, referred her to the Salem Women’s Crisis Center.

That afternoon22, Greta met with a volunteer named Helen Bibelheimer, co-owner of the Age of Aquarius Bookstore in Keizer, which specialized in astrology and New Age products. Bibelheimer, who, at thirty-six, was married with four children, had begun interning at the crisis center some months earlier, wanting to be more involved in domestic violence activism.

She informed Greta of her rights23 as a battered woman: if Greta went to the police, she could press charges against her husband. During the counseling session, Greta noticed a sign on a nearby wall that read: If she says no, it’s rape. She had never before called what was happening between her and John rape. The idea had never occurred to her. As far as she knew, you got married, and if it got to be too much, you left. And if you couldn’t afford to stay gone, you went back.

Now Greta was ready to think differently. She asked what it would take to get a divorce from her husband. Helen told her about a local lawyer, Jean Christensen, who could help. But it would cost $200, money Greta definitely did not have. “At the time, I was living on peanut butter sandwiches,” she later explained. But knowing there were options gave Greta more resolve. She would get out—and stay out—of her marriage.

With so much roiling underneath the surface, it was inevitable that Greta and John Rideout would reach a breaking point. On October 10, 1978, the couple had their worst fight to date. It lasted less than half an hour, but it would change their lives forever.

[image: ]
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Chapter Two That Awful October Afternoon

Greta spent the morning and early afternoon of October 10, 1978, doing household chores as John lay fast asleep on a pallet on the living room floor. It had been a week of this lethargy and avoidance, since he’d quit his job—but really, it had been like this for their entire marriage. As the warmer-than-usual fall day went on, Greta cleaned and cooked and did a load of laundry. She also went to the store, though it’s not clear if Jenny went with her or stayed behind with her father. By the time Greta returned to the apartment around 3 p.m., John was finally awake. And it was clear to her that he had one thing on his mind.1

Greta had absolutely no interest in having sex with her husband at that moment, and said so. There was still so much to do before she started her supermarket shift at 4:30.

“You bitch, you ought to know better than that.”

When John was angry, there was no alternative but to placate him. Greta moved in closer to where he lay. He put his hands on her face and pulled her toward him. “I have my priorities all planned out. You’re my wife and you should do what I want.”

She was exhausted. She was enraged. She couldn’t take it anymore. Before John could make another move, Greta said she wanted a cigarette. She asked him to close the drapes. He got up, and Greta saw her chance. She ran out the front entrance and fled to the green house next door.

The neighbor, Sharon Dolan, had only met the Rideouts a couple of days earlier, and Greta’s visit was unexpected. “She was pretty well shook up,” Dolan said. “She said John was after her.” Dolan told Greta to call the police. There was a phone in the kitchen. As Greta dialed, John came to the door, asking if his wife was there. Greta escaped through the back.

John chased her back to their apartment, but Greta was ahead of him. She locked all the doors and windows. He banged on the door, shouting, “Open the door,” over and over. One of the apartment complex’s co-owners, Darrel Bethel, witnessed John chasing Greta. The other co-owner, Walt Wells, heard John’s shouts from outside the locked door. Bethel came up to John and told him to stop hollering and beating on the door. Rideout acquiesced, lying to Bethel that the argument had occurred because Greta had refused to go to work.

Greta hurriedly gathered up her work uniform, car keys, and purse. She went out the back door and ran to the laundry room. She hid behind the door, hoping she could make it to her car. But when she ran to the end of the fourplex, she spotted John already there, looking under the hood of the vehicle.

She took off as fast as she could. She sprinted across the park behind the apartment building. John caught up with her. He grabbed Greta’s left arm hard enough to hurt. “You’ve really done it now.”

She’d never seen him so angry.

“I have to get to work,” she cried, trying to pull away from John. But when he threatened to beat her up right there in the park, she felt, in that moment, that he really would. Which was why Greta decided to walk back to the apartment with John. “Don’t touch me,” she warned him. “If you touch me, your ass is grass.”

As soon as the door closed behind them, John was on her. “He grabbed me and threw me down on the floor,” said Greta. “I tried to get up and run.” He surrounded her, his hands on her throat. Never had their eight-inch height difference—he was five eleven, she five feet three—been more apparent.

“Are you gonna cooperate?”

“No!”

John punched the left side of Greta’s face. He barked out the question a second time, but Greta, choking, couldn’t say a word.

He asked her a third time. No response.

“He hit me again.” Greta was scared. She was stunned. She was crying. Then he started pulling her pants down. Greta started screaming.

“Mommy, Mommy!” Two-and-a-half-year-old Jenny had run into the living room, trying to get close to her mother.

John put one of his hands over Greta’s mouth and applied pressure to her jugular vein with the other. Greta couldn’t breathe. She was sure she would faint. Jenny was still crying.

“Get out of the room,” John yelled at Jenny. He took his hand off Greta’s mouth. Now she could speak. Now she could ask why he was doing this to her.

“Because I can’t stand you,” John replied.

“Then why don’t you leave?”

“Because I love you.” And John hit Greta one more time. That was the point when she decided to submit, “to do what he wanted.” Better to be raped than to have her jaw broken.

John took her pants off. He entered her, and she lay there, barely responsive. He demanded Greta kiss him. She wouldn’t. Jenny continued to wail from the bedroom.

“I’ll smash your face in if you don’t kiss me,” said John, so she did.

He continued to make demands: “Put your arms around me, or I’ll smash the other side of your face.” She did what he asked. After he came, John took Greta to the bathroom. He made her look at her face in the mirror. “This is what you’ll get for not cooperating.”

John’s threats continued. Greta had better not go to the police because if she did, “I’ll lie and tell them your boyfriend did it . . . That will be the end of you.”



Greta and John returned to the living room. She put her jeans back on. She told John that she couldn’t wear them to work, and that she had to get her uniform from the laundry room. John, having spent himself, didn’t respond.

She left the apartment. But instead of going to the laundry room, she took off running for Sharon Dolan’s house.

Only fifteen to twenty minutes had passed, but Dolan saw the monumental difference on this second visit. The left side of Greta’s face hadn’t been red before, for starters. “She was scared, crying, incoherent. I couldn’t understand her for about five minutes until she calmed down,” Dolan later recalled. “She said John had gotten to her.”

Greta asked her neighbor to go and get Jenny, but Dolan said she was too scared of what John might do to her, especially if he figured out she was harboring Greta.

Greta ducked under the kitchen table with the telephone, in the hopes that no one would see her and, especially, that John wouldn’t find her again.

***

DOROTHY COKER HAD JUST STARTED HER FIRST DAY AS A volunteer at the Salem Women’s Crisis Center. The nursing student received Greta’s call, the first one of her shift, at around 4 p.m. on October 10. “By her voice, it was my determination she was very upset and anxious,” Coker later testified.

Greta told Coker that her husband had “just beat [my] face in,” and asked what she should do. “She was difficult to understand,” said Coker. “She said her face hurt. She was unable to move her jaw. She thought it was broken.” Coker told Greta to hold the line so she could consult with her supervisor, Wanda Monthey, a research specialist at the crisis center. When Coker returned to the telephone, she told Greta to call the police and then immediately call the crisis center back.



Greta did as she was directed. She hung up and dialed the Salem Police Department emergency line.

“Will you send a policeman down to 3755 Thirty-Fourth Street, Northeast Salem, apartment—no, the green house,” she quickly corrected, remembering she was at Dolan’s and not her own apartment. Greta struggled to get the words out, and it took several tries for the police dispatcher, Gayle Graves, to calm her down.

“Okay, and what is the problem?”

“My husband just got through beating me.”

Graves asked if Greta’s husband was still there. “I don’t know but I think so.”

After Greta gave her first and last name and telephone number, the dispatcher asked: “Okay, did he hurt you bad, do you need an ambulance?”

“No, I don’t know. Just the side of my face hurts pretty bad.”

“Okay, what is your husband’s name?”

“John.”

“And you don’t know if he’s there yet?”

“I think he’s still here.”

“Did you have a fight?” When Greta didn’t seem to understand the question, Graves repeated it. “Was there a fight first before he hit you?”

“I ran away from him. And I was running through the garden and he got ahold of me—”

“Okay, okay, we’ll send an officer out there to talk to you.” A bit later, Graves asked, “You’re going to stay at [the] apartment?”

“No, I’m in the green house . . . It’s right there.” Greta gave Dolan’s address.

“And you’re not going to leave there, are you?”

“No,” said Greta. “I’m hiding.”

The ninety-second call ended shortly afterward. Greta then called the Women’s Crisis Center back. This time, Wanda Monthey answered. Greta told Monthey, as she’d told Dorothy Coker, that she thought her jaw was broken. She thought she ought to go to the hospital. And she wanted John out of their apartment.

She then told Monthey what she had not told Coker, nor the police: that she had been raped by her husband, “and that she felt very ashamed.”

“Are you going to report the rape to the police?” Monthey asked.

Greta said she was. Monthey told her not to shower, and that the police should take her to the hospital for tests, presumably including a sexual assault examination and rape kit.

Two police officers duly arrived at Dolan’s house. She said he hit her several times on the face and threatened her with further injury if she didn’t have sexual intercourse with him, the officers recorded in their police report. She did have physical injuries on the face.

They took Greta to the station where she could make a full statement, reminding her that there was a two-day waiting period before she could press rape charges. From the station, Greta called the Women’s Crisis Center and asked for Helen Bibelheimer, who had been so kind to her before and who had given her crucial advice when she needed it most. When Helen got on the line, she insisted that Greta “forget the two days, have them charge [John] with wife abuse right away.”

Helen also told Greta she would come to the station. By the time she arrived, the officers had mollified Greta somewhat, telling her that if she still wanted them to charge her husband with rape after two days, they would.

Greta and Helen, with a police car right behind them, went back to the apartment to fetch Greta’s clothes. On the way there, Greta said she had told the police she wanted John to be charged with rape. Helen was stunned by Greta’s resolve. A first-degree rape charge could carry a prison sentence of up to twenty years. Most people convicted of raping a stranger served far less time than that.

When they arrived at the Rideouts’ apartment, it seemed unusually quiet. Greta’s fear spiked, and she urged the police to look for her daughter. One of the officers used a credit card to pry open the front door of the apartment, confirming what Greta had immediately sensed: John and Jenny were not there. Greta rushed in to pack what she needed. The officers also checked her car, finding that the distributor cap had been tampered with, likely explaining John’s urgent need to check under the hood at the very moment that Greta had attempted to escape with her car.

Helen took Greta to the emergency room. There, Dr. Lewis Sayre conducted a physical examination. He noted the obvious physical injuries to Greta’s face, and that she was in significant distress, “very near tears.” The skin on her lips “appeared to be bitten” and there was specific bruising above her left eye and around her cheekbone. Then the doctor did a brief pelvic examination. As he would later testify, based on the redness around her vagina and her emotional state, he concluded Greta had suffered a “forced episode of intercourse.” He wouldn’t call it rape only because “rape is a legal term and not a medical term.”

Greta stayed at Helen Bibelheimer’s house that night. She did not sleep much, frantic with worry that John had taken Jenny and the possibility that he was driving around with their daughter in the very state of mind that had spurred him to rape her. Again, she called the police and pleaded with them to find Jenny. She also called her mother, told her what had happened, and asked her to wire Greta some money for a divorce.

When she woke up early the next morning, the first thing on her mind was finding her daughter. Greta phoned a babysitter she’d employed recently, and to her great relief, Jenny was there with her—John had dropped the girl off and split. Knowing Jenny was safe, Greta could finally let herself feel overwhelmed by all that she had to do, all that had happened the previous day. But her resolve was clear. According to the law, if your husband forced you to have sex, it was rape.

She’d even said so to John the night before this most recent assault. They’d been hanging out with Doug Lowe, a neighbor who knew both Greta and John well enough to offer advice after any of their many arguments. And that night, what had started as spirited conversation soon devolved into another row. Greta knew about this new law, though she couldn’t have been able to explain the gist of it beyond the fact that it existed.

“I don’t believe it,” said John. But Lowe backed Greta up.

John remained resolute: just because the law existed didn’t mean he had to agree with it. This was a bridge too far for Greta. “One of these days, John, you’re going to go too far and you’ll find out about [the law].”

On October 11, having sorted out Jenny’s whereabouts, Greta went to the Salem Women’s Crisis Center, where she met Wanda Monthey as well as other volunteers. Monthey noticed Greta’s appearance because, as she later testified, “her lips were blue, her eyelids were red and swollen and her jaw and cheek were swollen.” Dorothy Coker couldn’t help remembering how Greta’s eyes looked—that her left eyeball was “infiltrated with blood.”

Greta also went to the office of Jean Christensen, the lawyer Helen had recommended. Christensen, too, could see the physical damage done to Greta, making it obvious to her that the woman had a viable claim for physical and mental cruelty. Christensen began discussing the divorce paperwork with Greta, preparing to take her on as a client.

Greta, and Jenny, again stayed the night at Helen’s house. On the morning of October 12, with the mandatory two-day waiting period over, Greta hadn’t changed her mind: she wanted John charged with rape. She met with Salem Police Department detective Debbie Cleveland, who took her statement and inspected her, noting, as others had previously, Greta’s black eye and the bruises on the side of her face.

By then, John Rideout had returned to the apartment. He was there on October 13, 1978, when the police came for him. He was arrested and charged with rape and battery of his wife.






Chapter Three Marital Rape

When researchers David Finkelhor and Kersti Yllö1 surveyed more than three hundred women in Massachusetts about their marital experiences for their 1985 book License to Rape—one of the very few books, then and now, on the topic—a sizable number of them, around 10 percent, described forcible acts by their husbands that sounded a lot like rape, even if they wouldn’t have used the word themselves.

“It hurt. It wasn’t fun at all2 and I was very mad,” said one survey respondent. “I really hated that man—I could have shot him. He didn’t care. I’ve never hated anybody like that. I hope no one else ever has to go through it. It’s like a pit inside, it hurts so bad. You don’t know how to crawl out of it. You don’t know where to turn.”

The responses Finkelhor and Yllö recorded3 for their book were uniformly harrowing. That 10 percent of respondents reported being sexually assaulted by their husbands was in line with a prior study conducted by the Berkeley, California–based researcher Diana Russell in her 1982 book Rape in Marriage. Of the 930 women Russell and her team surveyed, 644 reported being or having been married, and 87 of these women—just over 1 in 8—reported being sexually assaulted by their husbands.

Both books, but particularly License to Rape, demonstrated that women who were raped by their husbands experienced these assaults as the worst of all possible betrayals—far worse, emotionally and psychologically, than stranger rape. It shattered their worlds to be violated in such reprehensible fashion by someone they loved (or had once loved) and with whom they had promised to spend the rest of their lives, the father of their children, someone so closely entwined in their intimate lives. They developed symptoms akin to post-traumatic stress disorder—heightened anxiety and panic, fear of enclosed spaces, social withdrawal, and debilitating nightmares—and felt trapped in new and unfathomable ways.

And yet the prevailing wisdom4 when John Rideout was arrested for raping his wife, Greta, was that a man had the right to sex from his wife, because she was his property and thus did not have rights of her own. This line of thinking was made infamous by Sir Matthew Hale (1609–1676), an English jurist whose treatise Historia Placitorum Coronae (History of the Pleas of the Crown) became the basis for British common law and, by extension, the legal practices of its colonies, and eventually the United States.

Hale was deeply suspicious5 of women ever having any sort of personal freedom. Rape, for him, was “an accusation easily to be made and hard to be proved, and harder to be defended by the party accused, tho [sic] never so innocent.” He believed that marital rape could never be a crime because for the wife, marriage constituted permanent, irrevocable consent to sex. “For by their mutual matrimonial consent and contract,” Hale wrote, “the wife hath given up herself in this kind unto her husband which she cannot retract.” Marriage as a contract meant women were the property of their husbands. Their humanity wasn’t even an afterthought. It wasn’t thought of at all.

Though Hale wrote down the equivalent of thousands of pages of legal doctrine before his death in 1676—including History of the Pleas of the Crown—he never intended for them to be published. He made it expressly clear in his will that his works were not to be widely disseminated unless he had given permission during his lifetime. Hale was operating during the time of King Charles II’s exile and eventual return, which sparked the English Restoration in 1660. His close ties to the monarch and the Stuart dynasty (he became a member of Parliament in 1654 and chief justice in 1671, five years before his death) made publishing his ongoing work a nonstarter.

But after Hale’s death6, his colleagues in Parliament drafted a bill to print the jurist’s manuscripts anyway. The process proved to be agonizingly slow, and History of the Pleas of the Crown would not be published in its entirety until 1736, sixty years after his passing. In the introduction, the book’s editor, Irish legal writer Sollom Emlyn, justified going against Hale’s wishes: “It is therefore to be hoped, the publication hereof will not be thought any way to interfere with the direction of his will, That none of his MSS should be printed after his death, except such as he should give order for during his life, his intention for printing it being so apparent, as may well amount to an order for so doing.” (The first American edition would not appear until 1847, with added notes by two members of the Philadelphia State Bar.)

In essence, Emlyn argued that Hale’s work was so deeply in the public interest that publishing it was of more importance than whatever the jurist had wanted and had actually specified in his will. Emlyn also stated that Hale had contradicted himself, anyway, with a codicil revoking the original will instructions, and that Hale’s greatest concern was that the manuscript might be altered or abridged.

All these justifications lead to a single, ironic conclusion: the very man who wrote that marital rape could never be a crime, and who did not believe in a woman’s right to consent, and whose words influenced the trajectory of rape and sexual assault in the criminal justice system all over the world and especially in America, had his own writing published without his consent.

It is convenient, then, to lay all the blame at the feet of Sir Matthew Hale. And he should receive a significant share of the blame; this is a man who, in addition to his noxious views on rape and marriage, sentenced at least two women to death for witchcraft and also believed that offenders as young as fourteen should be executed. But Hale did not operate in a vacuum. His ideas grew out of a cultural status quo: they were ideas
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John Rideout, back at work

After being cleared of charges of
raping his wife, Greta, John Rideout
returned to work at Sambo’s Restau-
rant, 1660 Lancaster Drive NE today.
The trial, the first of its kind, won na-
tional and international attention. “I

am just a cook,” Rideout said this
morning. But this morning he was
wearing a tan tie and tan sports jack-
et taking up his post “on the floor” of
the restaurant.
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