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If it were a piece of fiction, then the publisher on whose desk it landed would not get past the first five pages.  Their gaping incredulity would leave them propping up their chin with one hand, while the other tore pages off the manuscript and ready to send them tumbling into the wood burning stove which warmed their leather clad office.

Even as a Hollywood Blockbuster, which in its way it has become, this story tests the boundaries of absurdity even an audience brought up on Dynasty and the Kardashians is prepared to tolerate.  Compared to the case of Don Lewis, the OJ Simpson farrago fades into a one paragraph case study in some dusty legal tome.

Consider the key characters.  The co-owner of a large wildlife park.  His former wife, an animal rights activist.  A self-promoting character who goes by the unobtrusive name of Joe Exotic.  A bunch of tigers who may, according to some, have been fed on a new diet for one night only.  And now, a celebrity lawyer whose normal case load includes the likes of Jay-Z and Mick Jagger, has apparently been asked to get involved in the investigation of what happened to Don.

As fresh as it seems, the disappearance of Don Lewis dates back to the latter years of the last millennium.  It was, apparently, the Netflix documentary series, Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem and Madness, alongside a later offering by investigative journalist Louis Theroux, that has thrust the case back to national prominence.  In fact, given the pull of those two media megaliths, the story is back at the forefront of global interest.

We can possibly trace the beginnings of this disappearance back to the point when Carole Baskin and Don Lewis met.  Both were already married, but it soon became apparent to them that they would become a couple.  A decision that, it seems, both would come to regret.  

But before that, we need to know a little about the person who should be at the center of this conundrum.  The man who went missing, has never been found and was declared legally dead nearly two decades ago.  But who, most would suggest, actually appears some way down the pecking order of the characters in the case.  Don Lewis was born on April 30th, 1938 in the tiny Florida conurbation of Dade City.  He was a man with a strong entrepreneurial drive, and by his early forties his real estate and used car businesses had turned him into a self-made millionaire.  At the time, he was married to Gladys Cross, and together they had four children – three girls and a son they had adopted.  

It was in January of 1981 that he bumped into Carole Murdock, as she was then known, when she was fleeing after her husband had attacked her.  The traumatic nature of this first meeting did not deter them from having an affair.  Lewis was something of a womanizer in any case, with reports of numerous girlfriends.  However, it did seem as though there was something more with Carole.  She was able to promote his business and worked with him by buying and selling real estate.  The couple eventually divorced their then partners and married in 1991.

Wildlife on Easy Street, which eventually became Big Cat Rescue, was formed in 1992.  However, the venture proved, in part at least, responsible for driving a wedge between the two.  To Lewis, it was another money-making opportunity.  To Carole, it was a charitable organization which would serve to support big cats.  

According to Carole the womanizing side of Lewis did not go away, and he would frequently fly out to Costa Rica where he would conduct affairs.  These trips, she noted, seemed to often coincide with her own monthly menstrual cycle.  By 1997 it seemed likely that Lewis was setting himself up for a permanent move to Costa Rica.  He created a company there and began transferring ownership of his many properties to that business.

As to the end of this ‘madness’ (Netflix getting at least something right), we are far from there.  Indeed, it is a destination that we will probably never reach.

Which offers a convenient time to introduce the most outrageous character into this story.  That is Joseph Allen Maldonado Passage, formerly Schreibvogal, who likes to be known as Joe Exotic.  At least that makes signing his name less of an essay writing exercise.  Joe came to wider prominence in 2011 when he formed a part of investigative journalist Louis Theroux’s examination of the keeping of exotic, pardoning the pun, animals in the United States.  Joe Exotic was a dream find for Theroux’s particular brand of documentary making.  He likes to focus his cameras on the fringes of society and capture the outlandish, the bizarre and the plain weird.  Joe Exotic was certainly not the most extreme character on which Theroux has concentrated over the years, but with his blond mullet, his extensive array of tattoos (including three ‘bullet holes’ engraved onto his chest), multiple body piercings and openly unusual lifestyle, he brought an element of the fortean to Theroux’s documentary.

Exotic – to save on word count we will refer to him by his professional name – owned and ran the Greater Wynnewood Exotic Animal Park in Wynnewood, Oklahoma.  With his fondness for shortening titles, he would usually refer to the park as the GW Zoo.  He was, he claimed, the largest breeder of tigers in the US.  Whether that title was ever his is not a matter for this article.  Suffice to say, though, Exotic is a man who likes to garner public attention.  In fact, he is a one-time police officer, who rose through the ranks to become chief of police in Eastvale, Texas.  

He even ran for president, setting himself up as an Independent candidate in the 2016 election.  That is not his only run for public office.  He has stood to win the Libertarian candidacy for President, and also as Governor of Oklahoma under the same banner.  

Prior to the 2011 Theroux documentary Exotic was already a very, very minor celebrity.  A sort of not quite Z list type.  He ran his own online reality TV series and would take his tiger cubs to fairs and shows, allowing the public to pet them.

Then, a few years later, Exotic’s life blew open.  He was arrested, charged and convicted for no less than seventeen charges of animal abuse, specifically eight violations of the Lacey Act and nine of the Endangered Species Act.  It seemed as though rather than being a champion of big cats and other large mammals, Exotic was an exploiter of these beautiful beasts.

But that was not all.  Another, very specific mammal was also a target of his.  At least, that was what the courts decided.  In 2019, along with the animal abuse violations, he was convicted on two counts of attempted murder for hire.  His victim?  The CEO of Big Cat Rescue, Carole Baskin.  Exotic was sentenced to twenty-two years in federal prison.  Imprisoned, his fame grew more and more.  Soon a nationwide campaign was underway to encourage President Trump to offer a presidential pardon to the convicted felon.  A move, it seems, too extreme for that most extreme of Presidents.

It is, apparently, public sympathy for Joe Exotic which has pushed Carole Baskin up the list of suspects for whatever happened to Don Lewis in the eyes of much of public.  The antipathy between the publicity keen Exotic and the more reserved Baskin goes back years.

As indeed do allegations of cruelty levelled against Exotic.  Shooting emus in 1999, cited by the US Department of Agriculture for violations of the Animal Welfare Act in 2006.  Exotic is also, perhaps unsurprisingly, an ordained minister although when it came to caring for his animals it might be argued that his approach was less than Godly.  That is certainly the view of Carole Baskin.  She organized protests against his use of tiger cubs in shows.  Matters escalated quickly, with Exotic attempting some form of revenge by trying to imply, in his marketing, that his own outfit was somehow connected to Baskin’s Big Cat Rescue sanctuary in Florida.

Baskin sued, and was awarded a million-dollar settlement, a figure Exotic could not, or would not, pay in full.  The hatred between the two, or at the very least from Exotic towards the animal welfare supporter, was set in concrete as firm as the material that held up the fences keeping Exotic’s tigers safely behind wire.

Certainly, following the Tiger King series many self-determined social media magnates, secluded in their bedrooms, came to the conclusion that Carole most probably did away with her former husband.  Just as Exotic implied. The problem for those who purport that Carole killed her husband is that they have not a single shred of evidence to support their claims.  They point to the fact that Carole waited just the minimum five years from his disappearance to seek to have Don declared legally dead.  Since no body had been found in that time (or, of course, since) it might appear that such a desire is suspicious.  This overlooks that the courts agreed with Carole and did indeed grant a death certificate.  While that did result in many of Don’s assets transferring to Carole, there is nothing unusual, strange or even remotely mysterious in this.  In the vast majority of cases, when a spouse dies their belongings, their assets, their money transfers to their partner.  It is the normal routine in these unfortunate circumstances.  Why would Carole wait for longer?  If Don then subsequently turned up, matters could be resolved.  But people do not often disappear without a trace for five years then suddenly come walking through the front door.

It is very easy to place suspicious thoughts on something totally innocent.  That is the activity of the gossip, the nosy parker.  Or the green-eyed monster who sees the $5 million a woman inherits on the death of her husband, and instead of feeling sympathy for her loss, feels envy for her monetary gain.

None of the above overlooks the likely fact that Carole and Don’s marriage was not a happy one.  Almost certainly, ten years in, it was anything but a pleasant stroll in a sun strewn park.  Their own metaphorical big cats were fierce.  Once more, though, it has to be reiterated that the everyday situation of being in an unhappy marriage is a million miles away from arranging for the murder of a partner.  It is too easy to conflate the two, at best tangentially related, situations.

Gladys, Don’s first wife, confirms that Don had told her he was ‘done’ with Carole and was planning on divorcing her.  An unnamed business associate, probably keen to keep his name out of the messy business, confirmed that Don was planning a divorce.  However, he went a little further, alleging that Carole was after her husband’s money while he was setting up a scheme to ensure that he could divorce his wife without giving up any of his assets.  

Mark McCarthy is another character in the story, one who owns a wildlife sanctuary. In the Tiger King documentary series, he makes the claim that Don Lewis had told him that he feared for his life.  This was only weeks, according to McCarthy, before he disappeared.  There is more relating to this theory, that Lewis’ disappearance could have been connected to some domestic problems.  Apparently, according to some theories, he sought a restraining order against his wife, which was ultimately denied because it contravened rights of free speech.  The story is that the order was refused, or revoked, in the June prior to Lewis disappearing the following August.

Perhaps the strongest support for the idea that Lewis and Carole were struggling comes from his former wife and his daughters from that marriage.  They argue that Don was afraid of his wife.  Even if true, and there is no reason to doubt their words, there still of course remains a large difference between being afraid of one’s spouse, even if that stretches into the serious threat of domestic violence, and that spouse killing her husband and feeding his body to their tigers.

Indeed, this theory brings us back to the outspoken Joe Exotic.  That he wrote a song, enticingly called ‘Here Kitty Kitty’, appears to be the hardest evidence that Exotic wanted to pin the disappearance of Lewis on Carole.  The song appears to be about Carole’s actions in killing her husband, and in the accompanying music video an actress who bears more than a passing similarity to Carole is filmed feeding a fake body to the big cats.

Given the known antipathy between Joe Exotic and Carole, and his subsequent prison sentence, the theory that Carole killed Don and fed him to their tigers hardly gains much objective support from his involvement.  However, that does not mean that the theory deserves to be completely disregarded.  At least, not yet, before another look is taken.  Don’s children, allegedly, asked the Sheriff’s office to check the sanctuary’s meat grinder for DNA.  ‘This became that wholly exciting thing that I ran him through that grinder,’ explains Carole.  ‘But I couldn’t have run his hand through that grinder.’  The reason for this is very simple.  It is too small.  As with so much else in this baffling case, the theory as to what happened to Don Lewis is driven by a media frenzy – social media as well – rather than something based on fact.  

The sheriff’s office agrees with Carole. Examining the grinder will be a waste of time.  They refuse to do so. It is another stress on Carole, albeit one quickly removed. It was, she said on her website, ‘the most ludicrous of lies.’  Mind you, the police may have had difficulties had they tried to examine the grinder.  Some reports suggest it was removed from the sanctuary once it emerged as a possible item of suspicion.  These reports, like most other elements of this story, lack conclusive evidence, not that this definitely means they are wrong.  Even if the grinder was disposed of, that in itself is hardly suspicious.  Feeding big cats is a challenging business, no doubt the grinder went through a lot of use.  Everything wears out in the end.  Except, it seems, interest in this case.

One part of the whole Don Lewis mystery which bears close examination is whether anything untoward actually happened to him.  The problem facing conspiracy theorists and those who are sure that the wealthy man died in the period following his disappearance in 1997 is that with no body, there is no proof.  Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that Lewis simply decided it was time to disappear.  If so, it seems as though the likely destination he sought was Costa Rica.  As with theories surrounding his possible death, however, the problem is that no proof exists that he took this route out of his marriage either.

Carole has said that her husband told her he was ‘leaving early’ in the morning of his disappearance to go to Costa Rica.  He was, she explained, planning to set up a scheme involving the shipping of cars to the country.  It is not just Carole alone who claimed that Don was planning on visiting the Central American destination.  But such a trip, if indeed one took place, might not just have been for business reasons.  Don, it is believed, was conducting an extra marital relationship with a girlfriend in the holiday hotspot.

If indeed he was looking to get to Costa Rica the question arises as to how he got there.  There are no recorded details of him appearing on a flight to the Central American country, although it seems as though he may have booked himself a ticket. Of course, he could have hired a car and undertaken the trip, but at 3000 miles, such an undertaking would require substantial planning and there was no evidence of this.

However, another alternative raises its head.  Don held his own pilot’s license – or at least had held one at some point.  He also had access to a number of light aircraft.  On top of that, his abandoned van was discovered by the small airport at Spring Hill, Florida.  It is all starting to add up, we might think.  Don had a handyman cum mechanic who helped him look after his planes.  When this man says that Don had told him ‘If I can pull this off it will be the slickest thing I ever did,’ it certainly makes it look like Don was planning on doing a runner.  Maybe that is what he did.  Successfully, for almost a quarter of a century.

However, soon the theory that he flew himself to Costa Rica begins to unravel.  First step along the way is the fact that no flight record can be found of a trip from Spring Field to Costa Rica on the day in question. However, the theory is bolstered to some extent by the fact that Carole knew that her husband did not record his flights.  He kept below radar levels and kept his trips secret.  The reason for this was that he had lost his pilot’s license following a previous accident.

Nevertheless, the idea that he flew himself falls apart when it is understood that his planes were not up to making such a journey.  Simply, the light aircraft were just too light.  Still, supporters of the theory are keen to claim, Don was a rich man.  He could have made the journey in stages, greasing various palms along the way to keep his stopovers quiet.

As for the handyman, he dismisses the idea that Don flew himself to Costa Rica; a much simpler alternative was the case.  His boss got a ticket on a
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