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The Night of Terror

The first time I walked the narrow hallway of the Moore house, the floorboards gave a groan beneath my feet—a sound, I was told, that has haunted this place for generations. I stood there, notebook in hand, trying to reconstruct a night I would never truly know, yet one I would spend many hours chasing through yellowed police reports and whispered recollections.

June 9, 1912. In a world without television, cell phones, or even reliable automobiles, Villisca was a town where people locked their doors more out of habit than necessity. That Sunday had been ordinary by all accounts—church in the morning, a children’s service in the evening. Josiah Moore, his wife Sarah, and their four children were joined by two friends of their daughter, Lena and Ina Stillinger. They returned home well after dusk, laughter trailing behind them as they climbed the porch steps, unaware of the fate already creeping into their lives.

The timeline is a tapestry woven from memory and speculation, but sheriffs and historians agree on this: sometime after midnight, while the house slumbered, an intruder—or intruders—slipped inside. I imagine the hush of the rooms, the innocent breaths of children, the faint tick of the clock. A town constable later told me, “It was as if the darkness itself had conspired to keep everyone blind and deaf that night.” No neighbours reported screams. No one saw a shadow flit behind the curtains.

The killer’s weapon was the household axe, its blade sharp, its handle familiar to the family it betrayed. Each room tells its own story. In the main bedroom, Josiah and Sarah Moore were attacked first, struck with such force that even the bedsheets bore silent witness to the ferocity. Down the hall, the four Moore children—Herman, Katherine, Boyd, and Paul—were dispatched just as swiftly, their faces later found covered, a gesture as intimate as it was horrifying.

I paused at the doorway to the small guest room, picturing the Stillinger sisters, Lena, and Ina, asleep just feet from where I stood. Lena, the older of the two, showed signs she may have awakened, perhaps glimpsed her killer in the final, terror-filled seconds. Was there a struggle? The medical examiner’s notes are maddeningly vague, hinting at what can never be known for certain.

By dawn, the house held only silence and the thick, metallic scent of blood. Outside, Villisca awoke to another sunlit morning, the townsfolk going about their routines with no inkling of the horror that had unfolded as they slept.

It wasn’t until later that day, when a neighbour noticed the absence of the Moores and the stillness within the house, that the mask of normalcy was finally torn away. What would follow was not just an investigation, but a reckoning—a test of how a small town, and later a nation, would confront evil that arrived without warning and vanished without a trace. Standing there, pen poised, I realised that every retelling of that night is an act of faith: faith in the facts, faith in the frailty of memory, faith that somewhere in the darkness, a motive might yet be found.
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The Night of Terror

A Town Suspended in Time

Villisca, Iowa, is the kind of town that rarely makes headlines—except on that night in 1912, and the ripples that followed for over a century. My first days in Villisca, I found myself walking the empty streets at dusk, listening for echoes. It’s a curious thing, investigating a century-old murder; the evidence is cold, the witnesses gone, and yet the atmosphere is still charged, as if the town itself still holds its breath.

I wandered the Main Street, past the faded brick storefronts and iron lampposts, picturing what life was like in 1912. The town then was a thriving railroad stop, home to prosperous merchants and hardworking farmers. Josiah Moore, the patriarch of the family at the center of this tragedy, was a respected businessman. His wife, Sarah, was active in the community and church. Their four children—Herman, Katherine, Boyd, and Paul—attended school with the Stillinger sisters, Lena and Ina, whose fateful sleepover entwined their destinies with the Moores.

In the local library, I pored over brittle newspapers and faded photographs. The grainy images of the Moore family stared out at me—smiling, unsuspecting. I was struck by the ordinariness of their lives, the routines and rituals that would, on any other evening, have been unremarkable. But as June 9th closed, Villisca was poised on the edge of a darkness it would never quite escape.

The Calm Before the Storm

On that Sunday, the day began with church. The Presbyterian congregation, a cornerstone of Villisca’s social life, gathered for Children’s Day, a staple of early summer. I interviewed the church’s historian, who showed me a fragile order-of-service program from that very day—a thread connecting past to present. The Moore children had recited verses; Sarah Moore had organized the event, her handwriting still visible in the margins of the program.

The Stillinger sisters, Ina and Lena, had been invited to spend the night with Katherine Moore, a kindness born of friendship and convenience. Their parents, living on a farm several miles away, expected them home the next day.

As dusk fell, the children played in the yard while Josiah secured the barn and Sarah prepared for bed. The gas lamps flickered through the windows, casting gentle halos against the June night. I tried to imagine the sounds: laughter, the creak of floorboards, the hush of a small town settling in for the night. There was nothing to suggest that these would be their final hours.

What the Shadows Concealed

The timeline between sunset and the discovery of the crime is a black hole—one the original investigators struggled to fill, and one that still haunts researchers today. I combed through the coroner’s inquest, the grand jury testimony, and the fevered newspaper accounts, each offering fragments, none providing certainty.

The last confirmed sighting of the family was as they walked home from church, the girls trailing behind, the boys skipping rocks along the dusty road. A neighbour, Mary Peckham, later told police she saw the house go dark around 10 p.m. After that, silence.

The prevailing theory is that the killer entered the house sometime after midnight. Some suggest he hid in the attic, waiting for the household to sleep—a detail given credence by dust patterns and the testimony of later visitors who noted the attic’s disturbed state. Others believe he slipped in through the unlocked door, a not uncommon practice in rural Iowa at the time.

What is certain is that the murders were carried out with chilling efficiency and brutality. The killer moved from room to room, wielding the Moore’s own axe, dispatching each victim in their bed. The faces were covered—perhaps a gesture of remorse, or a twisted mark of respect. The mirrors in the house were veiled, an act some interpreted as ritual, others as madness.

I stood in the guest room, where Lena and Ina Stillinger spent their final hours. The air was heavy, the silence profound. I tried to picture the scene as the medical examiner found it: Lena, possibly awakened, her body shifted, a defensive wound on her arm. It is this detail—the suggestion of a struggle—that keeps me awake at night.

The Discovery

Mary Peckham, the Moores’ next-door neighbour, was the first to sense that something was wrong. In the morning, she noticed the house was unusually quiet; the chores left undone, the curtains still drawn. When no one answered her knocks
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