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In the spring of 1946, Texarkana was trying to move into a more hopeful future. The Second World War had ended only months earlier, servicemen were returning home, families were rebuilding routines disrupted by years of uncertainty, and communities across the United States were beginning to imagine what peace might look like. Texarkana, divided by the Texas and Arkansas state line but closely connected by roads, businesses, families, and daily life, seemed like an ordinary border community entering an ordinary new chapter.

That changed in February.

On the night of February 22, Jimmy Hollis and Mary Jeanne Larey drove to a secluded road outside the busiest part of town, seeking the kind of privacy young couples often found in parked automobiles. An armed man approached them with his face concealed beneath a light-colored covering resembling a hood or sack. Hollis was severely beaten, Larey was assaulted, and both survived, leaving investigators with the first description of the man who would later become associated with one of America's most enduring unsolved murder cases.

At the time, there was no reason to know that the attack marked the beginning of something larger.

One month later, Richard Griffin and Polly Ann Moore were found dead near Texarkana. Their murders raised the possibility that the February attack had not been an isolated incident, but police still lacked the physical evidence necessary to establish a clear pattern. That changed in April, when Paul Martin and Betty Jo Booker were killed. Ballistic examination connected the firearm used in their murders to the weapon used against Griffin and Moore, giving investigators their strongest evidence that the same offender had murdered both couples.

Four people were dead, and the killer remained unidentified.

Fear spread quickly through Texarkana. Secluded roads that had once offered privacy became places to avoid, police increased patrols, parents warned teenagers to return home early, and newspapers followed every development. The unknown attacker acquired a name that captured both his ability to disappear and the uncertainty surrounding him: the Phantom Killer.

Then, on May 3, Virgil and Katie Starks were attacked inside their farmhouse in Miller County, Arkansas. Virgil was killed, while Katie survived despite serious wounds. The attack became part of the traditional Phantom sequence, although important differences, including the location and the caliber of the weapon used, mean that its connection to the earlier murders should be treated with greater caution than the ballistically linked March and April killings.

That distinction matters because the popular version of the case is often much cleaner than the evidence itself. The traditional account describes one masked killer attacking four couples between February and May 1946, leaving five people dead and three wounded before disappearing. The surviving evidence supports parts of that sequence more strongly than others. The March and April double murders were connected through the same firearm, while the February and May attacks were linked more through timing, circumstances, investigative interpretation, and later tradition.

One person may have committed every attack.

The evidence never proved that conclusively.

The investigation produced hundreds of leads, numerous suspects, false confessions, and competing theories, but no murder conviction. The strongest major suspect was Youell Swinney, a repeat offender whose connection to stolen automobiles helped draw investigators toward him. Statements attributed to a woman close to him increased suspicion, and some officers became convinced that Swinney was the man they had been hunting.

They were never able to prove it in court.

That difference between suspicion and proof is central to this story. Swinney cannot responsibly be ignored, because he was the most serious suspect developed during the original investigation. He also cannot responsibly be presented as the Phantom, because he was never convicted of the murders and no conclusive physical evidence established that he committed them.

The absence of a proven killer helped transform the case into legend. Thirty years later, The Town That Dreaded Sundown brought a dramatized version of the Texarkana murders to movie audiences, giving the Phantom a visual identity far more recognizable than any real suspect had ever possessed. Over time, fiction, newspaper reporting, local memory, and documented evidence began to overlap, making it increasingly difficult for casual readers to separate what actually happened from what later storytellers added.

This book returns to the historical case beneath that mythology.

It follows the attacks in sequence, examines the evidence connecting them, traces the investigation that led police toward Swinney, explores the false confessions and forensic limitations that complicated the search, and separates what investigators knew from what they suspected. It also considers how the Phantom became an enduring part of American true-crime culture without pretending that later theories can solve what the surviving evidence still leaves uncertain.

Most importantly, the story belongs to the people whose lives were changed by the violence: Jimmy Hollis, Mary Jeanne Larey, Richard Griffin, Polly Ann Moore, Paul Martin, Betty Jo Booker, Virgil Starks, and Katie Starks. Five died in the attacks traditionally associated with the Phantom case, while three survived. Their lives should remain more important than the nickname given to the person who attacked them.

More than eighty years later, the central question remains unanswered.

The Phantom had a real face, a real name, and a life beyond the moments in which he attacked.

The evidence never revealed whose.


Chapter 1

A City Before the Phantom

In the winter of 1946, Texarkana was trying to return to ordinary life.

The war was over, American servicemen were coming home, families were making plans that had been postponed for years, and the country was entering an uncertain but hopeful new period in which people wanted normality almost as much as they wanted prosperity. On the Texas and Arkansas border, Texarkana shared that mood. It was not one city in the conventional sense but two communities pressed against the same state line, Texarkana, Texas, and Texarkana, Arkansas, divided politically while connected socially, economically, and geographically. Residents crossed from one side to the other without treating the border as a meaningful separation in their daily lives. Friends, relatives, businesses, roads, churches, schools, and entertainment bound the two halves together.

Nothing about that arrangement suggested that Texarkana was about to become nationally associated with one of the most enduring unsolved murder cases in American history.

The transformation would happen quickly. Within a period of roughly ten weeks, beginning in February 1946, a sequence of attacks would leave five people dead and three wounded. The victims would be connected not by occupation, wealth, or public prominence, but largely by circumstance. Several were young people who had gone somewhere quiet at night, expecting privacy and finding instead an armed stranger. Another couple would be attacked inside their own home. The precise relationship between every crime would become a matter of investigation and later debate, but in the public imagination the separate scenes soon became chapters of one terrifying story.

The unknown man at the center of that story would eventually acquire a name without acquiring an identity.

The Phantom Killer.

It was a newspaper name, dramatic enough to belong to fiction, yet it captured what frightened Texarkana most. The attacker appeared at night and disappeared before police could reach him. Survivors could provide only a limited description. Investigators would chase suspects and rumors across jurisdictions while residents tried to decide whether the man living down the road, the stranger passing through town, or someone they already knew might be responsible.

Before all of that, however, there was simply Texarkana.

Understanding what happened there requires resisting the temptation to begin with the legend. The image of the masked Phantom has become so deeply attached to the case that it can overshadow the people who actually experienced it. Later films, books, newspaper retrospectives, and campfire retellings helped turn the killer into a dark piece of American folklore, but the people attacked in 1946 were not characters in a horror story. They were real residents whose ordinary decisions became permanently attached to an unidentified offender.

That distinction matters because mystery has a way of rewarding the person who created it. An unidentified killer can become more famous with every unanswered question, while victims are gradually reduced to names on a timeline. The Texarkana case is particularly vulnerable to that distortion because there was no arrest that conclusively ended the story, no trial that organized the evidence into a public record, and no verdict that established exactly who had done what. Instead, investigators were left with competing statements, physical evidence limited by the technology of the era, numerous suspects, false confessions, rumors, disagreements over whether every attack belonged to the same offender, and a community whose fear grew faster than the authorities' ability to provide answers.

In February 1946, nobody knew that was coming.

Young people still drove beyond the brighter parts of town to talk privately in parked cars. The secluded roads around Texarkana offered exactly what such places offered in communities across America, distance from parents, neighbors, crowded homes, and curious eyes. A parked automobile could become a temporary private world. The practice was ordinary enough that secluded roads frequented by couples had acquired the familiar description of lovers' lanes.

Privacy, however, also meant isolation.

There were stretches of road where darkness swallowed a vehicle only a short distance beyond the main traffic routes. Street lighting was limited once a driver left the populated areas, and a person approaching from the darkness might not be seen until he was close. Police communications and forensic capabilities bore little resemblance to those available to investigators decades later. There was no DNA profiling, no network of surveillance cameras, no mobile phone location history, and no computerized national database capable of instantly comparing crimes committed across jurisdictions. Investigators relied heavily on witnesses, fingerprints when available, firearms evidence, physical traces, interviews, informants, and the accumulated instincts of experienced officers.

The killer, assuming the attacks eventually attributed to the Phantom were indeed committed by the same person, did not need to understand modern forensic science because modern forensic science did not yet exist.

He needed darkness, opportunity, and time.

The first known encounter came on Friday night, February 22, 1946.

Jimmy Hollis and Mary Jeanne Larey had driven to a secluded road in Bowie County, outside the busiest part of Texarkana. Nothing about their decision distinguished them from countless other young couples who sought privacy in automobiles. They could not have known that their names would eventually appear at the beginning of nearly every serious account of the Phantom case.

At some point during the evening, another presence intruded upon their isolation.

A man approached.

According to the account later given by the survivors, his face was concealed beneath a light colored covering resembling a sack or hood, with openings that allowed him to see. He carried a firearm. The crude disguise would become one of the most memorable details associated with the Texarkana attacks, although later retellings sometimes made the mask more elaborate and consistent than the surviving evidence justifies.

For Hollis and Larey, there was no mythology in what happened next. There was only confusion and fear.

The stranger ordered them from the vehicle. Hollis was struck severely with the weapon and suffered serious head injuries. Larey was attacked as well and subjected to a sexual assault. Both survived, which made this encounter fundamentally different from the murders that would follow. Their survival gave law enforcement something investigators would desperately need later, witnesses who had actually encountered the attacker and could describe at least parts of his appearance, manner, and behavior.

Yet surviving an encounter does not necessarily mean seeing it clearly.

Fear distorts perception. Darkness conceals details. A flashlight directed toward someone's eyes can make identification almost impossible, and a mask removes the facial features that normally allow memory to attach itself to a stranger. Statements given after violent trauma may contain uncertainty without being dishonest. For investigators, this created a problem that would follow the case for years. Hollis and Larey had seen the attacker more closely than almost anyone known to have survived him, yet neither could provide the kind of identification that would lead police directly to a particular man.

Descriptions attributed to them varied in important respects. The attacker was generally remembered as a man of substantial height, roughly six feet, but uncertainty surrounded his complexion and other features. The disagreement would later attract enormous attention from researchers trying to reconstruct the case, although expecting perfect agreement from two frightened people under such conditions misunderstands how eyewitness memory works.

What mattered immediately was that someone had approached a parked couple on a secluded road, concealed his identity, carried a gun, and used sudden violence to control them.

Even then, Texarkana did not yet know it had a Phantom.

An isolated attack, however disturbing, could still be interpreted as an isolated crime. Police had no reason on February 23 to assume that they were witnessing the beginning of a sequence that would define the city for generations. There was no established pattern to compare against, no second crime scene, no ballistic connection between murders, and no public nickname transforming an unknown assailant into a recognizable threat.

The first attack therefore occupied an uncomfortable category. It was serious enough to demand investigation but not yet part of anything larger.

For approximately one month, that distinction held.

Life continued. Roads remained roads, darkness remained ordinary darkness, and young couples continued to seek privacy without believing that an unidentified attacker was hunting people around Texarkana. The community had not yet learned to interpret every unfamiliar automobile as a possible threat or every sound outside a window as evidence that someone was approaching.

Then came March 24.

Richard Griffin was twenty nine years old. Polly Ann Moore was seventeen. They had been seeing each other for a relatively short period when they went out together on the night of March 23. By the following morning, their names had become the beginning of the murder investigation that would change Texarkana.

Their car was discovered on a secluded road in Bowie County near Texarkana.

Inside were Griffin and Moore.

Both were dead.

The details immediately distinguished the scene from an ordinary roadside shooting. Evidence suggested that the victims had not simply been attacked while seated naturally inside the car. Investigators believed they had been shot with a .32 caliber weapon, and aspects of the scene indicated movement outside the automobile before the bodies were found within or around it. Whatever sequence had unfolded in the darkness, someone had controlled the situation long enough to kill two people and leave without being identified.

One month after the attack on Hollis and Larey, another couple had encountered violence in another isolated location outside Texarkana.

That similarity could not be ignored.

The investigation now faced a question far more disturbing than the circumstances of either incident considered separately. Was the person who attacked Hollis and Larey the same person who killed Griffin and Moore?

If the answer was yes, Texarkana was no longer dealing with an isolated assault.

It was dealing with someone who had returned.

Police officers began looking backward as well as forward, examining the February
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