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What are the Great Basin Murders?

[image: ]


‘The Great Basin Murders’ was a series of murders that took place from 1983-97 in multiple states. The ‘Great Basin’ is a natural bowl area from the Rocky mountains, to the Sierra Nevada. It has an unusual geographical trait, as the streams from the area don’t have any sea access – and so the water evaporates instead. 

The female victims were from ages 18-35, and their bodies were dumped near the interstate highways in the Great Basin area – although some of the victims had been found in snowdrifts, or rivers. Many of the victims had similarities in their murders, which led the authorities to believe that a great deal of them had been committed by the same person. 

For the most part, the female victims had been sexually assaulted, before being murdered in a variety of ways. Some were stabbed, or shot, while others were strangled to death – and then their bodies were posed in specific ways after they’d died. 

At first, it was believed that ‘The Great Basin Killer’ was all the work of a single serial killer. However, this theory later changed, as the authorities began to believe that the work was that of multiple serial killers who worked in the Great Basin area, who were preying on their victims. 

For many of these murders, the victims remained unidentified for years – and some of them have yet to be identified. A few of the victims’ families were able to get closure, as the cases were eventually solved. But for some of them, the cases are still open. 

Police had distributed photos of the victims, along with identifying marks, and tattoos, in an effort to identify them. They reached out to pimps, prostitutes, truck drivers, the workers at truck stops, gas stations, and fast-food establishments in the local area in which the victims’ remains were discovered. This led to information pertaining to the case at times, and dead ends in others.  

While the great majority of the murders are unsolved, there have been a few cases that had been solved over the years. Cases such as husband and wife Patricia Walsh and Douglas Scott Zyskowski, Lisa Kimmell, Barbara Kaye Williams, and ‘Bitter Creek Betty’, who was a Jane Doe. 
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Barbara Williams
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On March 22nd, 1991, the remains of an unidentified woman were discovered near the interstate exit ramp, in Juab County, Utah. The woman had been shot repeatedly, and had scratches and bruises on her body. It was believed that the woman had been lying in the bushes for about a month, before her remains had been discovered. She was nicknamed ‘Jane Doe 2’. She’d had a tattoo of a red heart, which said ‘Hal’s’ on top, and ‘throb’ underneath. 

Although the Millard County Sheriff’s Office were able to lift Jane Doe 2’s fingerprints in May 1992, they were unable to identify her. The woman remained unidentified for years. The authorities theorized that she’d been a victim of the same serial killer who’d murdered and dumped multiple women in the Great Basin area. 

In 1999, Florida detectives began investigating a missing persons case that was similar in physical appearance to ‘Jane Doe 2’ found in Juab County a few years prior. Following the investigation, authorities were able to formally identify ‘Jane Doe 2’ as thirty-year-old Barbara Kaye Sterling Williams. She’d gone missing from Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1991. Barbara’s fingerprints were sent to Juab County, and they determined that she was a match. 

The police suspected that Barbara’s husband, Howell Williams Jr., was behind her murder. Howell had multiple convictions in Florida, and at one point, he was returned to the state for his parole violations. While he was behind bars in Florida, the police went to interview him. Howell claimed that he hadn’t seen his wife since 1989, because ‘he’d left her in Arizona’. 

The police learned that Howell and Barbara had married in 1987. Barbara had four children from her previous marriage. A year into their marriage, Howell was accused of molesting one of Barbara’s children. He said that he believed Barbara had ‘put the child up to that’, and he was adamant that he’d been innocent – claiming that the abuse allegation was false. Howell also said that he and Barbara had frequently fought, and claimed that she’d once shot him in the leg with a .22-caliber handgun. Howell told them that Barbara had owned multiple weapons, (though he’d made a point of saying that he hadn’t owned any guns). Howell had also claimed that he’d once shot Barbara in the right eye with a pellet pistol, after she’d attacked him in bed. When the police asked Howell directly if he’d murdered Barbara, he denied it. He also denied the fact that Barbara had any tattoos. 

Howell was asked if he’d speak to authorities from Juab County, and he agreed to it. During the recorded interview with Juab County, Howell continued to deny any involvement in his late wife’s murder. But his story quickly changed, when the Sheriff told him that they knew he was lying – and that they had an arrest warrant. Suddenly, Howell Williams Jr. was confessing to murdering his wife. According to him, ‘things just built up’ – leading to him shooting Barbara to death. The murder had taken place in their Midvale, Utah apartment. Howell claimed that Barbara had been repeatedly nagging him, and he could no longer take it. He went to the bathroom, and pointed the gun at her while she was in the bath. Barbara had reached up and grabbed his hand, saying the following: ‘just shoot me, you son of a bitch’. Howell shot her repeatedly in the head. He waited two days, before moving her body. 

Howell waited until they stopped the recording, before telling the authorities that he’d left a written confession inside his Midvale apartment. He drew them a map to its location, and they were able to retrieve it. The note said the following: 

‘To whom it may concern: My name is Hal Monroe Williams Junior. I am on the run from the law in Florida. I’ve been free for two and a half years under an alias name. I have stolen and cheated all of my life. I don’t do that now. I have one confession to make, I have killed my wife, Barbara. I shot her in the head nine times while in the bathtub in Midvale, Utah. I left her body about 175 miles south. I am sorry I killed her, but I did not love her. And she was blackmailing me into staying with her. I could no longer fake there, and I snapped. I will never regret my decision ever. This is who I am, I am sorry.’ 

In April 1999, Howell Williams was extradited from Florida, to Utah. He went to trial, and in 2000, Howell Williams Jr. was convicted of Barbara’s murder. The authorities believed that Howell may have been involved in some of the other cases in the Great Basin area, but because there was a lack of evidence, he was never charged with any of the other murders. By 2014, he was finished his Florida prison sentence. He was then sent to Utah State Prison. Howell tried to appeal his sentence in 2014, and 2021 – both times he was denied. 
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Janelle Johnson
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On February 17, 1983, twenty-three-year-old Janelle Johnson had been hitchhiking from Denver, Colorado, to Riverton, Wyoming when she went missing. Janelle had been planning on going to modelling school. She’d moved from Glasgow, Montana to Riverton, Wyoming the month before. Janelle had celebrated her twenty-third birthday on February 16th – the day before she’d gone missing. She’d left Riverton around 5 PM, and called her roommate once she’d arrived in Denver. 

On the 17th, Janelle had her interview at the Vannoy Talent Center in Denver. She’d left at 5:30 PM, needing to get back to Riverton. At around 9 PM, Janelle had been spotted at a truck stop in Sinclair, Wyoming. This was the last known sighting of her. A few days later, on February 22nd, a missing persons report was filed with the Riverton Police Department, as she never made it home safe. 

On March 1st, 1983, Janelle’s body was finally discovered on Muskrat Creek Road (located in Shoshoni, Wyoming). Her naked body had been buried in a shallow grave, which had partially collapsed on her. Janelle’s remains had been discovered by a county worker who’d been removing an ice block from a storm drain. The area had very little foot traffic, as it was mainly only frequented by oilfield workers, and county workers. 

During the investigation, the authorities discovered that Janelle Johnson had only been dead for about three days before her remains were discovered. She’d been raped repeatedly by her murderer, as well as with
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